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ABSTRACT 
 
 This Critical Discourse Analysis examined the classroom discourse of six 
secondary social studies teachers during lessons dedicated to the study of Africa and the 
Middle East. The study focused on the phenomenon of otherness and the ways in which 
teachers contribute to or challenge the depiction of various African and Middle Eastern 
populations as the other. The study found that no normative discourse existed within or 
across classrooms whereby teachers consistently portrayed African or Middle Eastern 
populations as the other. Teacher employed multiple contending discourses that both 
promoted perceptions of otherness while also explicitly challenging and deconstructing 
such notions. The study found that teachers tend to frame the study of Africa and the 
Middle East around narratives of conflict. These narratives restrict the classifications 
available for understanding certain communities and reinforce associations of violence, 
radicalism, and terrorism with Africa and the Middle East. 	
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
 A considerable amount of research in social studies education has been committed 
to analyzing the representations of subaltern groups in historical narratives found in 
textbooks (cf. Alridge, 2006; Anderson, 2012; Ashley & Jarratt-Ziemski, 1999; Brown & 
Brown, 2010; Kaomea, 2000; Loewen, 1995; Salvucci, 1991).  In the United States, this 
research has been primarily centered on multicultural efforts to gain insights into the 
characterization of marginalized groups within the nation’s citizenry in order to improve 
the quality of knowledge found in schools regarding these groups (Hoffman, 1996; Lee, 
Menkart, & Okazawa-Rey, 2006).  Yet in the 21st century, increasing global 
interconnectedness is promoting direct and indirect forms of contact with peoples across 
the globe and, in the process, altering perceptions of identity and communal boundaries 
(Sutton, 2005).  As such, K-12 public school students will be inheriting an economic, 
political, social, and cultural world that requires a degree of knowledge regarding peoples 
outside of North America and Europe.  Building upon and transcending the scope of 
multicultural education, there is a need for research into the construction of historical 
knowledge and the representation of peoples in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, 
and Asia in the context of social studies education in public secondary schools.   
 Additionally, social studies classrooms and the historical narratives presented 
within them have long been considered mechanisms of collective identity formation 
(Carretero, 2011; Journell, 2011).  As a potential product of collective identity formation 
is the othering of those perceived of as different and not belonging to the one’s own 
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community.  Multicultural education research has addressed how African Americans, 
Native Americans, Latino/as, women, immigrants, and similar subaltern communities 
within the United States have historically been neglected or othered in the construction of 
historical knowledge found within schools.  This study addresses the need to better 
understand the processes of othering that are perpetuated or challenged in secondary 
social studies classrooms when peoples outside the United States are represented in U.S. 
classrooms. 
 Research into the construction of historical knowledge in social studies education 
has tended to focus on textbooks and other inert curricular materials (VanSledright, 
2008).  This concentration on textual sources of classroom content knowledge has come 
at the expense of studying the discursive construction of knowledge, in particular the 
discourse of secondary social studies teachers in their role as knowledge producers.  
There is a need to overcome the limitations of textbook analyses in order to ascertain an 
understanding of the classroom experience by critically studying the discourse used by 
secondary social studies teachers to represent non-Western peoples in the classroom. 
 Within the field of social studies education, there is a need for research to the role 
of social studies teachers in contributing to or challenging the othering of subaltern 
groups through their discursive acts during classroom instruction. This imperative is 
brought on by the implications of globalization. Globalization is altering perceptions of 
cultural identity (Sutton, 2005). Globalization is also altering the social, political, and 
economic relationships of populations and states across the world (Held, McGrew, 
Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999). These realities are capable of unifying and fracturing the 
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globe (Kellner, 2002). In this climate of global interconnectedness, educational scholars 
have called for an increase in attention to global studies in the classroom. Anderson 
(1982) warns of “unidimensionality and stereotyping” in the study of global 
communities. Merryfield (2012) contends that global education may be a vehicle to 
produce an awareness of the connectedness between communities that may otherwise 
appear to be culturally discrete. Because of the paradigmatic shifts in global relations 
brought on by globalization and the calls for increased quantity and improved quality of 
curriculum that addresses global issues, it is imperative to continue studying the lived 
classroom experience in order to ascertain insights into the teaching of global 
communities. 
Rationale and Background 
 Fundamental to the establishment of social order are collective identities 
(Kimmerling, 2001).  Collective identities are neither immutable nor innate but, rather, 
are constructed to produce a coherent representation of the social world.  This coherence 
is predicated upon perceptions of sameness within and differentness between groups 
(Bourdieu, 1985).  Collective identities are produced to provide a sense of security 
through trust, obligation, and cooperation among group members (Brewer, 1999).    
 Collective identities are not “free-floating ideas” (Kimmerling, 2001).  Instead, 
the knowledge that contributes to their production, transformation, and acceptance or 
rejection is disseminated within particular social contexts.  In an age of almost universal 
education in the United States, public schools exist as institutional sites of identity 
production (Apple, 1996, 2004), thus, learning contains an element of social reproduction 
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(MacMillan, 2010).  Through education, youth become “similarly located” as they are 
socialized (Mannheim, 2011; Seixas, 2009).  As school knowledge is selected, organized, 
and evaluated, determinations are made regarding what sort of knowledge merits 
institutionalization (Banks, 2005).  This has an effect of creating silences whereby certain 
voices and forms of knowledge are displaced from the formal learning processes that 
facilitate collective identity formation (Trouillot, 1995).  Moreover, within schools there 
exists a “hidden curriculum” consisting of certain values and codes that are imbedded 
within the learning environment and knowledge presented to students (Scatamburlo-
D’Annibale & McLaren, 2005).  In this respect, knowledge is not necessarily value-free 
(Giroux, 2011). 
 Collective identity formation is mediated through historical narratives (Carretero, 
2011; MacMillan, 2010; VanSledright, 2008; Zerubavel, 1995) among other symbols and 
modes of representation that constitute the “cultural apparatus” (Mills, 1959), such as 
news media, film and television, and literature.  Narratives provide evidence of a shared 
past that facilitates group cohesion (Bell, 2003) while characterizing the nature of the 
group (Journell, 2011) and conveying group values (Mannheim, 2011) that serve as social 
and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1985).  Narratives are a form of constructed knowledge 
(Burke, 2011; White, 1987) that represent the social world and in doing so may confer 
identities and, also, establish boundaries between groups.  Additionally, narratives often 
recount the interactions between groups and, in doing so, provide representations and 
characterizations of those considered to be of and outside of the group, resulting in social 
differentiation.  In the process of social differentiation (Turner, 1975) collective identity 
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is understood through alterity (Buber, 1996; Kearney, 2003; Levinas, 1972/2003), or, a 
sense of distinctiveness in contradistinction to another community.  Such social 
differentiation may be benign or even result in celebrations of diversity (Ore, 2000).  In 
other cases, social differentiation may result in otherness. 
 The processes of othering are ubiquitous in collective identity formation 
(Jordanova, 2000; Staszak, 2009).  It is, partially, through alterity to another group that a 
community is able to define itself (Bell, 2003; Chaturvedi, 2002).  This produces a binary 
relationship that has implications for the construction of knowledge used to represent and 
characterize groups who are othered (Said, 1979).  When othering occurs the recognition 
of difference is framed so that positive distinctiveness favors the one group at the expense 
of the other communities (Turner, 1975).  These processes are implicit (Reinke de 
Buitrago, 2012), subtle (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995), and often occur unselfconsciously 
(Jordanova, 2000), rather than being a form of blatant prejudice (Vala, Pereira, & Costa-
Lopes, 2009).  Instead, othering may consist of positive stereotyping of one’s own group 
(Stephan, 1977); exaggerating cultural differences (Brewer, 1999; Pettigrew & Meertens, 
1995; Said, 1997; Simmel, 1908/1971; Staszak, 2009), and minimizing recognition of 
cultural diffusion that brings about intergroup interconnectedness and cultural hybridity 
(Bhabha, 1998; Goody, 2006; Kearney, 2003).  Othering entails establishing borders—
geographic, cultural, linguistic, national—that are socially constructed yet are presented 
as organic (van Houtum & van Raerssen, 2002).  Groups that are othered are represented 
as homogeneous (Bhabha, 2013) and traits ascribed to the other are perceived of as 
essential (Ore, 2000; Said, 1997; Stephan, 1977).  
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 Researchers have long acknowledged the role of schools in collective identity 
formation and the potential for school knowledge to contribute to notions of otherness.  
In the wake of the Civil Rights Movement, multicultural education emerged as a form of 
education advancing equity and inclusivity in the schooling experience (Banks, 1995).  
Proponents of multicultural education sought to address the disparity between the 
demographic diversity within the United States and school taught knowledge that tended 
to allot minimal curricular space to certain groups historically denied access to power in 
society.  Multicultural educators recognized the pluralistic nature of American society 
(Banks, 1993b; Takaki, 1993), the increased participation of marginalized groups in 
society (Banks, 1993a), the limited quantity, and poor quality of knowledge taught in 
schools that reflected the experiences of these groups.  Predominantly concerned with 
African Americans, Native Americans, Latino/as, women, and immigrants, advocates of 
multicultural education presented a challenge to how difference is represented and 
perceived by the American citizenry (Taylor, 1994). This was done by questioning and 
changing conventional notions of identity and boundaries between groups, a process that 
entailed critically examining knowledge and its role in identity construction (Banks, 
2005).  In doing so, certain multicultural educators advocated for “border crossing,” or 
recognition that identity categories are not fixed and, as such, members of different 
groups are not confined to any particular category (Giroux, 1995). 
 Within the social studies classroom, textbooks have been the source of school-
based knowledge predominantly analyzed as a mechanism of identity construction and 
potential source of othering.  This research emanates from the claim that textbooks serve 
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as the most significant source of information relied upon by teachers and students 
(Salvucci, 1991).  Textbooks have been characterized as students’ earliest source of 
exposure to historical study (Trouillot, 1995).  Because textbooks have limited space in 
which to present a historical narrative, they epitomize the challenge of representation 
(Olsson, 2010).  Scholars have criticized textbooks for their omniscient tone that presents 
narratives as objective truth rather than a form of interpretation of the past (VanSledright, 
2008).  Scholars have also expressed their concern that textbooks present historical 
narratives as “closed” rather as one of numerous plausible renditions that could be 
complemented or challenged by counter-narratives that posit other interpretations of the 
past (Giroux, 1991c). 
 Both multicultural educators and scholars who analyze textbooks have produced 
substantive evaluations of school-based knowledge and the ways in which it is involved 
in collective identity formation and othering.  Even still, there exist numerous gaps in this 
research that merit further investigation.   
 Multicultural educators have been concerned predominantly with the 
representation of segments of America’s demographic makeup within school knowledge 
as they call attention to the historical failure of schools to acknowledge the diverse 
complexion of American society in school knowledge.  However, as a result of 
globalization, there is a need to conduct further research in order to better understand the 
representation of communities living outside of the United States in school-based 
knowledge.  Multicultural education has addressed the representation of groups within 
the United States and the ways in which they are excluded and othered in schools.  Yet, 
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there is a need for research to further extend these investigations to include analyses of 
how the myriad peoples across the globe are represented and the ways in which the 
othering of these peoples is perpetuated or challenged in social studies classrooms. 
 Globalization is expanding the bounds of social, political, and economic realities 
(Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999).  The advent of digital technologies and 
innovations in communications have allowed for increased exposure to and interaction 
with peoples across the globe (Kellner, 2002).  These trends are producing a globally 
interconnected world whereby temporal and geographic boundaries are no longer 
dividing peoples.  Globalization is also revealing the dynamic nature of cultural identity 
(Sutton, 2005) as new modes of identification emerge as a result of rapid and intensified 
intergroup contact and exchanges.   
 Multicultural educators have responded to certain aspects of globalization.  Banks 
(2008) recognizes that irreversible patterns in global migration are continuing to 
transform the nature and extent of diversity in the United States.  For Banks, this 
demands multicultural education become more responsive to the presence of emergent 
populations in the United States.  However, multicultural education is inadequate in 
addressing the demands for students to have early and substantive exposure to knowledge 
of communities living outside of the United States (Merryfield & Binaya, 2006).  
Advocates of global studies in schools contend that there is a need for students to possess 
knowledge of global societies as global interconnectedness continues to increase 
unabated (Lewis, 2000).  With this in mind, this study addresses the need for research 
into the representations of global societies as it occurs in social studies classrooms. 
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Research Question 
 In this study, I investigate the discursive acts of secondary social studies teachers 
in classrooms during numerous intervals in the curricula when the topics include 
discussion of peoples in Africa and the Middle East, two regions of particular geopolitical 
prominence in the 21st century.  This investigation aims to offer insights into the role of 
social studies teachers in the processes of othering these particular peoples.  My main 
research question is: How do secondary social studies teachers contribute to or challenge 
the othering of African and Middle Eastern peoples through the representations of these 
communities constructed in their instructional discourse? 
Summary 
 This chapter has served to briefly introduce the topic of otherness as it relates to 
historical knowledge construction and the knowledge found in institutionalized learning 
environments (i.e. secondary social studies classrooms).  This introduction contextualizes 
the following chapters of this dissertation.  Chapter Two will more extensively unpack 
the theoretical and empirical literature related to otherness, historical knowledge, and 
schools as sites where perceptions of the otherness may be perpetuated or challenged by 
teachers.  Following this literature review, Chapter Three will introduce the methodology 
that will be used to examine the problem. Chapter Four will present the results of this 
study. Lastly, Chapter Five discusses the implications and conclusions of this study. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The following review of the literature is intended to provide a theoretical and 
conceptual framework while also assessing the current state of empirical research related 
to this study.  I begin by introducing postmodernism as the theoretical framework for this 
research.  In this section, I provide an overview of the general tenets of postmodernism 
and its applications to this research in social studies education addressing the question: 
How do secondary social studies teachers contribute to or challenge the othering of 
African and Middle Eastern peoples through the representations of these communities 
constructed in their instructional discourse? 
 Key postmodernist concepts particularly germane to this study are the social 
construction of knowledge and collective identity. They provide a conceptual scaffold for 
understanding otherness and social differentiation. From this general theoretical and 
conceptual review I will seek to illuminate the relationship between historical knowledge, 
identity construction, and otherness.   
 Next, I introduce the cultural sites where otherness has historically been studied. 
This focuses on the scholarship devoted to understanding the role of various forms of 
media in disseminating notions of otherness. From these contexts, I then move to 
literature relevant to understanding schools and social studies classrooms as sites of 
collective identity construction. Of particular interest is research directly related to 
school-based knowledge, particularly the scholarship critical of representations of 
subaltern groups in social studies education.  From this domain I draw from multicultural 
education, critical race theory, and global education as forms of scholarship that have 
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problematized the knowledge found in social studies classes. Multicultural education, 
critical race theory, and global education are not the lenses through which this study is 
conducted, but they provide a precedent in educational scholarship for critically 
evaluating the knowledge found in schools for the purpose of ascertaining insights into 
the manner in which subaltern communities are depicted in social studies knowledge. 
 The chapter culminates with a review of social studies textbook analyses and 
discourse analyses conducted in schools, albeit outside of social studies classes, since 
they lie closest to the research question that animates this current study.  In this section, I 
identify gaps in social studies textbook analyses while demonstrating the merits of 
classroom discourse analysis in order to establish precedence for discourse analysis to be 
conducted in social studies classrooms for this research.   
 In sum, my intention in this chapter is to navigate from general theory and 
conceptual backing to a substantive overview of the literature that specifically addresses 
the topic of school-based social studies knowledge as it relates to otherness.  I accomplish 
this by surveying the empirical literature to expose gaps in the scholarship that this 
research seeks to address.  Table 2.1 provides a visual representation of this progression. 
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Table 2.1. Organization of Literature Review  
Theoretical Framework 
Postmodernism 
 Postmodernism and knowledge 
 Applications of postmodernism in the social studies classroom 
Conceptual Literature 
Knowledge and Identity Construction 
 Historical knowledge construction  
 Collective memory and identity  
Otherness and Social Differentiation  
Cultural Sites of Otherness 
Schools, Social Studies, and Identity 
 Multicultural education 
 Critical race theory 
 Global education 
Empirical Literature 
Social Studies Textbook Analysis 
School Discourse Analyses  
 
Theoretical Framework 
 This research into representations that contribute to or challenge the othering of 
non-Western peoples in social studies teachers’ classroom discourse will draw upon 
postmodernism as a theoretical framework.  Postmodernism is often perceived of as 
being opaque, esoteric, and too jargon laden for general accessibility.  Hutcheon (1993) 
explains, “It is usually accompanied by a grand flourish of negativized rhetoric: we hear 
of discontinuity, disruption, dislocation, decentering, indeterminacy and anti-totalization” 
(p. 243).  As a result, postmodernism is often misunderstood or dismissed outright.  This 
has the effect of limiting the utility of postmodernism’s potential for critically 
deconstructing knowledge and representations as they are reified in local cultural and 
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institutional sites.  In presenting this theoretical framework, I strive to make 
postmodernism more intelligible and less off-putting while explicating its tenets. 
Postmodernism  
 Postmodernism is in many respects a commentary on the a priori assumptions of 
the Enlightenment. Regarding the Enlightenment, Bauman (1993) explains, “The passage 
from uncertainty to certainty, from ambivalence to transparency seemed to be a matter of 
time, of resolve, of resources, of knowledge” (p. 15).  This sustained project of 
discovering truth through rigorous empirical method was perceived of as being the basis 
for progress.  According to Foucault (2004), “There is Enlightenment when the universal, 
the free, and the public uses of reason are superimposed on one another” (p. 44).  
Progress was the march of human advancement.  The discovery of objective truth and the 
triumph of reason over superstition were envisioned as being emancipatory means 
towards improving the human condition. Postmodernism does not represent the negation 
of Enlightenment principles nor are postmodernists anti-Enlightenment thinkers.  Hassan 
(1993) reminds, “Modernism and postmodernism are not separated by an Iron Curtain or 
Chinese Wall” (p. 277).  Instead, postmodernism is predicated upon a critique of 
empiricism and the absolutist tendencies of Enlightenment thinking (Brown, 2005).  This 
critique does not result in the disavowal of empirical methods.  Instead, postmodernism 
relies upon empirical methods while rejecting many of the a priori assumptions of the 
knowledge empiricism produces.  Brown elaborates, “Empiricism gives the illusion of 
delivering fact, truth and reality” (p. 30) yet it is this truthfulness that postmodernism 
addresses.  There is no clear fissure between the modernism spawned by the 
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Enlightenment and postmodernist theorizing.   
 As much as postmodernism exposes fundamental flaws to Enlightenment 
principles, it is indebted to the project.  Drolet (2004) considers there to be a liberatory 
impulse inherent in both since they seek to better understand reality and expose false 
consciousness.  Bauman (2004) defines postmodernism as “modernity emancipated from 
false consciousness” (p. 238).  This emancipation is not reactionary.  It is sympathetic to 
the Enlightenment while unwilling to apologize for it shortcomings.  Rather than 
accepting knowledge as singular, absolute, objective, universal, and discovering truth, 
postmodernist thinkers seek to expose subjectivities, ambiguities, and power that 
permeate knowledge by questioning its construction.  Encapsulating postmodernism’s 
doubt and suspicion of the Enlightenment’s a priori claims, Foucault (2004) asks, “How 
are we constituted as subjects of our own knowledge?  How are we constituted as 
subjects who exercise or submit to power relations?” (pp. 51-52).  Postmodernism 
represents the attempt to come to terms with these questions by evaluating knowledge 
and revealing the concealed substrata that precludes actualizing the Enlightenment’s 
vision of discovering objective and universal truths for the sake of human progress. 
 Postmodernism and knowledge. Postmodernist thinkers assert knowledge is a 
form of representing reality.  Therefore, what is often presumed to be innate and 
discovered is constructed.  Brown (2005) elaborates, “Order and interpretation are 
imposed upon the fact, thereby changing its linkage with the event which induced it” (p. 
28).  Facts may seem neutral but postmodernist thinkers recognize that knowledge is not 
merely the accumulation of facts.  As facts are selected, arranged, and interpreted, 
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knowledge is produced.  This movement from inert facts to constructed knowledge 
renders representations contingent rather than universal.  Describing discourses- fields of 
knowledge and their structures- Hutcheon (1993) explains, “However important these 
systems are, they are not natural, given or universal” (p. 254).  The tendency to create 
order, develop heuristics, and compartmentalize the world into discrete fields of 
knowledge is to impose a framework upon reality.  This framework allows the world to 
be perceived in an intelligible manner but postmodernist thinkers contend that such 
frameworks are the product of human design.  Postmodernists attest that knowledge that 
appears to be natural is in fact produced. 
 Postmodernists contend that truth is not singular.  Instead of a definitive truth 
produced by empirical endeavors, postmodernist thinkers recognize truth as being 
pluralistic (Hutcheon, 1993).  Speaking of postmodernism applied to historical inquiry, 
Brown (2005) defends this stance when writing, “If anybody claims to be able to deliver 
a certainty that cannot be challenged, written History becomes undemocratic and 
dangerous.  It suggests an ability to reconstruct the past with fixity, in a format that 
allows complete absence of doubt” (p. 29).  Because postmodernists do not perceive of 
knowledge as being infallible, postmodernism is underpinned by the assertion that 
ambiguity is prevalent.  Instead of arriving at certainty through the discovery of absolute 
truths, postmodernists recognize that reality is too dynamic and multidimensional to be 
fully articulated in knowledge.  Systems of knowledge enable humans to grapple with 
reality but postmodernists are compelled to expose them as limited, contingent, 
constructed, and ambiguous; postmodernism “argues that such systems are indeed 
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attractive, perhaps even necessary; but this does not make them any the less illusory” 
(Hutcheon, 1993, p. 247).  This has implications for progress.  Ambiguity undermines the 
enterprise of linear advancement brought on by the search for objective knowledge.  
Bauman (2004) posits, “The theory of postmodernity must be free of the metaphor of 
progress that informed all competing theories of modern society” (p. 240).  
Postmodernism is dubious of the claim that empiricism results in progress because under 
the guise of objectivity social problems such as elitism, gender inequality, prejudice, and 
imperialism flourished (Brown, 2005, p. 24). 
 Postmodernism raises many questions regarding the nature of knowledge.  
Postmodernists contend that knowledge possesses concealed substrata that are often 
unrecognized.  The undercurrents that permeate knowledge are indicative of a power 
dynamic.  Power determines which forms of knowledge become normative and which are 
displaced.  In this respect, knowledge is not merely codified information.  Instead, 
knowledge is a display of power that determines whose voices are heard or silenced.  
Foucault contends that power is omnipresent, especially in knowledge; “Power is 
everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere” 
(Foucault, 1993, p. 334).  Brown (2005) makes this abstract concept more concrete when 
writing: 
We recognise that discourse is a vessel for prejudice- including racial prejudice, 
xenophobia, sexism, religious bigotry, and homophobia.  We instinctively 
understand these as linked essentialisms, with a common origin.  Postmodernism 
explains this common origin as the system of knowledge of modernity. (p. 65) 
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The power that manifests itself in the knowledge production process precludes 
knowledge from being objective.  It is with this understanding of the limits of the 
Enlightenment project that postmodernist researchers conduct their scholarship. 
Postmodernist thinkers harness their understanding of knowledge in order to deconstruct 
it.  Deconstruction is the effort to unearth the “rules and categories” that exist within 
knowledge (Lyotard, 2004, p. 237).  By deconstructing knowledge, postmodernists 
attempt to illuminate subjectivities and expose the undercurrents within knowledge that 
otherwise may appear to be neutral. 
Applications of Postmodernism in the Social Studies Classroom 
 These tenets of postmodernism have undergirded theory and research in 
education. Giroux (2011) asserts that the assumption that knowledge is self-evidently 
neutral is mistaken. Moreover, Giroux argues that the assumption that knowledge is 
value-neutral does not consider the implications for selecting and organizing the content 
of schooling and the subjective decisions inherent in these processes. Giroux (1991b) 
states, “Postmodernism can illuminate the complex relationships between culture and 
power, highlight the shifting and contradictory nature of subjectivity, make visible the 
importance of identity politics, and serve to refigure the politics of the margin and the 
center” (p. 70). Apple (2004) contends that the transmission of knowledge in schools 
contributes to the social construction of reality, including identity formation. Describing 
the theoretical framework of multicultural education, Banks (1993b) explains, “[A]s 
critical and postmodern theorists have pointed out, personal, cultural, and social factors 
influence the formulation of knowledge even when objective knowledge is the ideal 
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within a discipline” (p. 5). Similar theoretical positions have been applied to social 
studies education and the relationship between historical narratives and collective identity 
formation. Seixas (2009) considers the “mythic, nation-building memory” found in 
schools to contribute to the construction of national identity and the entrenchment of 
boundaries between communities (p. 720). The postmodernist stance that knowledge is 
not objective, identities are constructed, and perceptions of social reality are imbued with 
subjective positions offers a lens to study the content of social studies classrooms.  
 Postmodernist thought has meaningful implications with respect to research 
examining the knowledge teachers introduce in social studies classrooms.  Teachers are 
positioned as figures of intellectual authority in the classroom.  While learning is 
undoubtedly the result of reciprocal exchanges between students and teachers, teachers 
are responsible for selecting topics, framing content, and facilitating students’ 
comprehension.  Moreover, knowledge found in school has a high degree of normativity 
and legitimacy associated with it.  In social studies classrooms, content knowledge grants 
students access to representations and characterizations of groups that contribute to their 
consciousness of the social world and its inhabitants.  Because of the import of such 
content and the postmodernist stance that knowledge is not objective, postmodernism is 
an appropriate theoretical framework for deconstructing teachers’ discourse during 
instructional periods.  
Conceptual Literature 
 Postmodernism is interconnected to the social construction of knowledge.  
Postmodernist thinkers examine knowledge and deconstruct it in order to better ascertain 
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an understanding of the ambiguities, subjectivities, and power undergirding knowledge.  
The following section of this literature review will further explicate the concept of 
knowledge’s social construction.  This will be followed by a more thorough explanation 
of historical knowledge and its influence in collective identity and otherness construction.  
Knowledge and Identity Construction 
 Social reality is established through the construction of intricate “symbolic 
universes,” or “bodies of theoretical tradition that integrate different provinces of 
meaning and encompass the institutional order in a symbolic totality” (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1967, p. 95).  Even though constructed, symbolic universes order the social 
world and appear to be immutable (Ore, 2000).  They are internalized through a series of 
inductive mechanisms- media consumption and education, for instance- that situate 
individuals in society while conferring identity. 
 The production of a social reality is “intersubjective,” or, accomplished through 
communication with others (Berger & Luckmann, 1967).  Language provides a system of 
symbols required for representations that establish social bonds (Lyotard, 2002).  
Language informs individuals of social relations while concealing the complexity of 
social construction processes (Jones, 2009).  As such, language facilitates the 
construction of the social world. 
 Social realities are maintained through representations (Hall, 1997).  A 
representation is “the production of meaning of the concepts in our minds through 
language.  It the link between concepts and language which enables us to refer to either 
the ‘real’ world of objects, people or events, or indeed to imaginary worlds of fictional 
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objects, people and events” (Hall, 1997, p. 17).  Representations produce and convey 
meaning.  There are many sources of representations that influence the construction of 
social reality.  Mills (1959) refers to this as the “cultural apparatus” where consciousness 
of the social world results from communicative acts that rely on symbols in order to 
produce meaning.  The cultural apparatus produces a nexus of perceptions that make 
social reality appear inherent.  Relatedly, Hobsbawm (2011) explains that communities 
invent their traditions while perceiving of them as irrefutable.  Traditions promote values 
and norms that provide the living generations with a sense of continuity between them, 
their predecessors, and posterity.   
 Knowledge exists within symbolic universes and fosters the social construction of 
reality.  Foucault (1972) contends that discourses-as fields of knowledge- are not the 
result of disparate information coalescing into coherent wholes but, rather, entail 
fracturing and compartmentalization.  This means that knowledge is not irrefutable.  
Instead, knowledge establishes order, enabling understanding.  Foucault also asserts that 
fields of knowledge are neither absolute nor the sole valid form of representation.  
Foucault writes, “We must question those ready-made syntheses, those groupings that we 
normally accept before any examination, those links whose validity is recognized from 
the outset” (p. 22).  Therefore, the objectivity of knowledge is questioned. 
 There is a power dynamic inherent in knowledge production and transmission.  
Lyotard (2002) explains, “knowledge and power are simply two sides of the same 
question:  who decides what knowledge is and who knows what needs to be decided?” 
(pp. 8-9).  Not all existing or potential forms of knowledge become normative within 
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symbolic universes.  Rather, certain forms of knowledge are privileged while others are 
displaced.  This is particularly salient regarding the construction of historical narratives. 
 Historical knowledge construction. For over a century, historians have grappled 
with questions regarding the discipline’s objective and scientific nature (Appleby, Hunt, 
& Jacob, 1994; Novick, 1988).  Belief that history was scientific was the basis to claims 
of historical objectivity. Science offered certainty since claims were substantiated by fact.  
For historians, accumulating and scrutinizing facts to ensure their veracity was important 
for establishing the discipline as a science. Accordingly, the belief was that facts are 
neutral; truth is singular; the historian is disinterested; and historians strive for balance in 
their narrations.  This epistemology was precarious because purportedly scientific writing 
was also, historically, quite ideological as narratives supported a priori assumptions 
(Iggers, 1997).   
 As social actors, historians are incapable of wholly divorcing themselves from 
their milieus (Carr, 1961; Munslow, 2007; Zerubavel, 1995).  Each procedure in the 
narrative production process is mediated by the historian’s social condition that can never 
be completely absent in their narrations.  Further contributing to the reinterpretation of 
history as a form of constructed knowledge is the recent emphasis on the linguistic 
element of narrative production.  White (1975) explains, “historical writing must be 
analyzed primarily as a kind of prose discourse before its claims to objectivity and 
truthfulness can be tested” (p. 52).  Through language, historians accomplish more than 
merely conveying organized facts.  They frame the past and impose a particular order. 
Because of this scrutiny of narratives: 
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Scholars showed that what passed as universal categories, neutral standards, 
scientific facts, and objective progress were actually stories:  moralizing accounts 
whose claim to truth rested on their verisimilitude rather than their veracity. 
(Polletta, Chen, Gardner, & Motes, 2011, p. 113) 
While grounded in factual evidence, narratives are woven together in a manner that 
allows for numerous renditions to emerge.  The use of facts entails selection, distortion, 
and interpretation (Burke, 2011; Trouillot, 1995; White, 1987).  The historian “shapes” 
facts (White, 1975) by constituting them with a value that is not innate. Facts are not 
innocuous once appropriated into a narrative that contributes to collective identity 
formation. 
 Determining what constitutes a fact is subjective (Trouillot, 1995). 
Determinations are made when naming a fact.  Trouillot considers the naming of a fact to 
be an act of power, privileging or silencing potential evidence.  The interplay between 
historians as social actors and facts as interpreted serves as evidence that narratives offer 
knowledge that is contingent, not absolute. 
 Historical narratives do not yield a singular truth or a master narrative (Ewick & 
Silbey, 1995).  Producing a master narrative is an untenable way of understanding the 
past (Lyotard, 2002).  Narratives distill the wide expanse of the past into an account that 
is digestible while also conveying social rules that promote social cohesion  (Lyotard, 
2002).  As such, narratives are neither comprehensive nor definitive.  Historians are 
capable of producing many factual and plausible renditions but not a master narrative that 
captures an absolute or timeless truth (Carr, 1961).  For every narrative there are counter-
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narratives.   
 Historical narratives can be understood as a form of “strategic” storytelling 
(Ewick & Silbey, 1995) because a narrative is intentionally ordered and framed (Burke, 
2011).  The past is convoluted and requires shaping before appearing intelligible.  This 
shaping presents a coherence that appears natural (White, 1987) although historians 
purposefully select events, characters, and chronologies (Ewick & Silbey, 1995) while 
imposing a plot.  Historical narratives have plots, yet the past does not (White, 1975).  
Narratives can be tragic or epic, yet this is the product of interpretation (Munslow, 2007).  
The tenor of a narrative may shift depending on the vantage point of the historian and the 
social context within which the narrative was authored (Carr, 1961).  As such, historical 
actors or entire communities can be venerated or lambasted without the historian 
departing from factual evidence.  Narratives become important in social relations as the 
plot provides the past with meaning.  
 Collective memory and identity. Narratives contribute to the collective memory 
and amnesia of a community. Renan (1882/1980) contends that “forgetting” and 
“historical error” are fundamental to identity formation.  Relatedly, MacMillan (2010) 
writes, “History is often used as a series of moral tales, to enhance group solidarity” (p. 
114).  This entails maximizing the laudable and minimizing unsavory features of the past.  
Zerubavel (1995) explains, “by focusing attention on certain aspects of the past, it 
necessarily covers up others that are deemed irrelevant or disruptive to the flow of the 
narrative and ideological message” (p. 8).  Narratives that contribute to collective 
identities may be sanitized of content that may not foster group cohesion.  This is done to 
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maintain collective cohesiveness.  Yet, this may create “silences” that are the result of 
power differentials between those who produce history and those whose memories do not 
become normative (Trouillot, 1995).   
 Normative narratives often generate myths that nurture collective identity 
formation. Barthes explains, “myth is experienced as innocent speech:  not because its 
intentions are hidden- if they were hidden, they could not be efficacious- but because 
they are naturalized” (p. 131). Historical narratives are often the basis of myths that forge 
identity because they legitimize and naturalize the existence of the community 
(Zerubavel, 1995). As MacMillan (2010) contends, “History is a way of enforcing the 
imagined community” (p. 58). Narratives nurture memory and identity. 
 Knowledge of the past fosters perceptions of collective cohesion by engendering a 
sense of continuity between past and contemporary members of a community.  
Halbwachs (1992) explains, “The individual calls recollections to mind by relying on the 
frameworks of social memory. In other words, the various groups that compose society 
are capable at every moment of reconstructing their past” (p. 182). Unlike personal 
memories, collective memory is shared by members of a community even though living 
members need not have lived through the remembered past (Halbwachs, 1992).  
 A sense of a shared past serves as a social adhesive (Bell, 2003).  Narratives are 
important because, “Groups without coherent stories were vulnerable to fragmentation; 
those with them were capable of acting collectively” (Polletta, Chen, Gardner, & Motes, 
2011, pp. 112-113). Collective memory is also socially influential because memories are 
easily altered to satisfy contemporary demands (Bell, 2003). Burke (2011) explains, 
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“Memories are malleable, and we need to understand how they are shaped and by whom” 
(p. 189).  Moreover, “The power of collective memory does not lie in its accurate, 
systematic, or sophisticated mapping of the past, but in establishing basic images that 
articulate and reinforce a particular ideological stance” (Zerubavel, 1995, p. 8).  This 
stance is often the promotion of collective identities, the basic element of social order 
(Kimmerling, 2001) that function according to mutual trust, obligation and cooperation 
(Brewer, 1999). However, collective identities such as nations are imagined communities 
in the sense that they are socially generated while being perceived of as natural 
(Anderson, 2006). Language and boundaries of communicative intelligibility facilitate 
collective identity formation (Gellner, 1981).  Collective identities result from 
perceptions of sameness and differentness that are determined by the possession of social 
and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1985).  Such categorization is not the product of 
biological distinctions but, rather, is of socially mediated origins.  As such, collective 
identities are variable and prone to fluctuations.  Under certain conditions, the processes 
of determining sameness and differentness (Bourdieu, 1985) may result in othering. 
Otherness and Social Differentiation 
 Otherness is a particular outcome of collective identity construction (Jordanova, 
2000; Reinke de Buitrago, 2012).  As Kearney (2003) explains, “Again and again the 
national We is defined over and against the foreign Them” (p. 65).  Otherness minimizes 
recognition of intragroup diversity as well as cultural diffusion between groups that yield 
hybrid cultures and identities (Bhabha, 2013).  Otherness presents heterogeneity as 
homogeneity, simplifying the complexities of social reality (Hallam & Street, 2000).  In 
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doing so, such knowledge enables perceptions of the essentialness of identity.  
Essentialism is ahistorical because it fails to acknowledge variability in identities that 
result from intergroup relations and cultural exchange (Bhabha, 1998).  Kearney adds, 
“Such caricature totally ignores the plurality, complexity and interdependence of each 
civilization” (p. 113).  Fundamentally, otherness is the detrimental result of one group 
defining the identity of another group through various representations. 
 According to Buber (1996), otherness is the result of one community objectifying 
another.  This occurs because the relationship is not predicated upon active and reciprocal 
relations.  Hence, humane perceptions do not emerge.  Without reciprocity, perceptions 
of an outsiders are not challenged and misconceptions are not corrected.  For Buber, 
otherness is due to the failure to participate in intergroup relations and, by doing so, avoid 
objectification. 
 Levinas (1972/2003) recognizes dehumanization in otherness.  Levinas 
understands that dehumanization is related to knowledge and characterizations.  He 
writes, “The manifestation of the Other is of course produced, first of all, in the way all 
signification is produced” (p. 30).  Levinas considers signification that produces 
otherness to be the result of a tendency toward formulating the social world according to 
“mathematical structures.”  Mathematical structures reduce ambiguity and present social 
reality as coherent.  Levinas explains: 
It is a clear preference, all the way into the human order, for mathematical 
identities identifiable from the outside as against the coincidence of self with self 
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where attempts were still being made a hundred years ago to anchor the ship of 
exact knowledge. (p. 59) 
When mathematical certainty is invoked to define identity, qualities appear to be essential 
rather than dynamic. Such a rigid formulation may result in dehumanization.  
 Otherness is a form of identification that veils intragroup diversity, yet there are 
diverse types of otherness (Kearney, 2003).  Kearney elaborates, “we need to be able to 
critically discriminate between different kinds of otherness, while remaining alter to the 
deconstructive resistance to black and white judgments of Us versus Them” (p. 67).  
According to Kearney, othering may represent perceived outsiders as, simply, other, 
scapegoat, or alien.  For Kearney, the other does not merit much attention.  It may be 
respected or ignored but not necessarily stigmatized.  The scapegoat is perceived to pose 
a danger to the to one’s own community.  This may result in demonizing the scapegoated 
other.  Lastly, others perceived of as alien are considered to be monolithic and held in 
suspicion.  In this respect, the alien resembles Simmel’s (1908/1971) stranger.  Simmel 
explains: 
For a stranger to the country, the city, the race, and so on, what is stressed is again 
nothing individual, but alien origin, a quality which he has, or could have, in 
common with many other strangers.  For this reason strangers are not really 
perceived as individuals, but as strangers of a certain type. (p. 148)   
In all these cases, the similarity is that groups who are othered are classified in reductive 
terms and considered to be remote from one’s own community. 
 The concept of otherness has been appropriated for research in an array of fields, 
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particularly cultural studies (Kastoryano, 2010).  Said (2005) writes: 
The ferment in minority, subaltern, feminist, and postcolonial consciousness has 
resulted in so many salutary achievements in the curricular and theoretical 
approach to the study of the humanities as quite literally to have produced a 
Copernican revolution in all traditional fields of inquiry”. (p. 457)   
Within these fields, studies reveal how notions of gender, ability, ethnicity, race, 
sexuality, class, and similar frameworks of social reality are ascribed meaning through 
mediating sources of knowledge within cultural and institutional contexts (Ore, 2000).   
 The philosophical explanations of otherness are somewhat opaque and make the 
concept appear rather nebulous.  In order to garner a more concrete understanding of 
otherness, it is helpful to better define social differentiation as it relates to otherness. 
Social differentiation is a requisite process for collective identity formation.  Collective 
identity is, in part, determined in contradistinction to comparisons with perceived 
outsiders (Turner, 1975).  Through “alterity” groups are able to establish demarcations of 
belonging.  While social differentiation is the underpinning to all group identification, it 
does not necessarily lead to othering.  Through social differentiation, perceived outsiders 
can be characterized in numerous ways so long as this does not disturb the integrity of 
one’s own identification (Brewer, 1999; Reinke de Buitrago, 2012).  Brewer relates, 
“outgroups can be viewed with indifference, sympathy, even admiration, as long as 
intergroup distinctiveness is maintained” (p. 434).  As a result, social differentiation is a 
benign process that may even result in celebrations of diversity (Ore, 2000). 
 Social differentiation alone does not result in otherness.  Instead, representations 
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that promote positive distinctiveness (Brewer, 1999; Stephan, 1977) contribute to 
otherness.  Positive distinctiveness is established and maintained through positive 
stereotyping of one’s own community and negative stereotyping of perceived outsiders.  
Positive stereotyping entails ascribing the positive behavior demonstrated by members of 
one’s own community to a presumed group disposition.  Additionally, negative behavior 
demonstrated by members of one’s community is considered to be the product of a 
situation.  Negative stereotyping of perceived outsiders reverses this relationship. 
Negative behavior is associated with a group’s disposition whereas positive behavior is 
dismissed as a situational anomaly (Stephan, 1977).  Positive distinctiveness based on 
such stereotyping establishes a sense of superiority (Turner, 1975) that contributes to 
othering.   
 Otherness occurs in tandem with numerous processes.  The defense of traditional 
values facilitates othering; “Outgroup members are seen to act in unacceptable ways, and 
not to perform in ways necessary to succeed.  What is regarded as acceptable and 
necessary behavior is constructed in terms of the ingroup’s traditional values” (Pettigrew 
& Meertens, 1995, p. 58).  This establishes a dichotomous relationship between 
prohibited and permissible values and behavior. Othering may then occur when perceived 
outsiders’ values are perceived to be incongruent with one’s own standards.   
 Exaggerating cultural differences also contributes to othering (Pettigrew & 
Meertens, 1995; Reinke de Buitrago, 2012) when traits ascribed to groups appear to be 
essential (Vala, Pereira, & Costa-Lopes, 2009).  This is not to say that cultural differences 
are contrived or imagined.  There are marked differences between groups that are easily 
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identifiable.  Yet, it is not simply identifying these differences that fosters othering.  
Instead, exaggerating differences at the expense of the “structural, more deep-seated” 
similarities between groups can have this effect (Goody, 2006).  Relatedly, reserving 
positive emotions for one community and withholding positive associations with other 
communities is a marker of othering (Brewer, 1999; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) as such 
representations of perceived outsiders are devoid of descriptions with positive emotional 
resonance.   
 Positive distinctiveness that privileges one’s own community differs from blatant 
forms of prejudice.  Reinke de Buitrago relates, “One of the dangers of othering though 
also lies in the difficulty of knowing or noticing where othering processes are taking hold 
or where they have already taken effect” (p. xvi).  Social differentiation that enables 
othering is often implicit (Reinke de buitrago, 2012), subtle (Pettigrew & Meertens, 
1995), and occurs unselfconsciously (Jordanova, 2000; Kearney, 2003).  In order to 
identify these subtle acts of othering, it is necessary to understand the importance of 
social categories and boundaries that ostensibly provide order (Ore, 2000).  
Categorization makes the world intelligible (Jones, 2009).  Social categories are 
heuristics.  The utility of heuristics comes in the naming of social categories.  But, while 
heuristics are convenient, “Terminologies demarcate a field, politically and 
epistemologically.  Names set up a field of power” (Trouillot, 1995, p. 115).  The right to 
categorize, name, and determine the content of categories is an act of power (Jones, 2009; 
Staszak, 2009).   
 Additionally, boundaries define symbolic space (Kastoryano, 2010).  For 
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example, geographic boundaries exist as a form of spatial differentiation that may 
contribute to acts of othering (van Houtum & van Naerssen, 2002).  The distinction 
between “Western” and “non-Western” is a geographic and civilizational boundary that 
establishes alterity and has enabled othering (Kearney, 2003; Said, 1979; Trouillot, 
1995).  In effect, categories and boundaries establish distance between groups.  
Jordanova (2000) states: 
Otherness is as much about the construction of oneself, as it is about creating 
distance.  Indeed, the sense of distance is generally made, manufactured, and then 
treated as if found, discovered, as if, in other words, it was a natural object rather 
than a social construction. (p. 249) 
Through this distance, the group character may appear to be particular.  Such 
characterization promotes a sense of group’s possessing essential qualities (Kastoryano, 
2010).  Historical narratives can powerfully convey such forms of identity.  MacMillan 
relates, “We spin the events of the past to show that we always tend to behave well and 
our opponents badly or that we are normally right and others wrong” (p. 93).  Invoking 
the past presents perceived otherness as historically longstanding.  Unlike film, news 
media, or other forms of information and entertainment, historical narratives are a form 
of representation that traces groups across time and space.  
Cultural Sites of Otherness 
 Otherness is produced or challenged through a variety of mechanisms.  
Informational and entertainment media are cultural contributors to collective identity 
formation and otherness.  While this study concentrates on social studies education, it is 
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worth noting that there is an educational aspect to media that informs perceptions of 
group identity.  As such, education extends beyond schools, as media are a facet of a 
broader “public pedagogy” (Giroux, 2011).  What occurs in social studies classrooms 
may be complemented or contradicted by cultural representations. 
 Research has found that cultural domains contribute to the othering subaltern 
groups.  Said (1979) deconstructs the discourse of Orientalism to expose how purportedly 
objective knowledge served to construct the Orient as a geographic and cultural entity. 
Moreover, Orientalism tended to portray the inhabitants of the region as exotic, sensual, 
and antithetical to Europeans, usurping their voices as European explorers, scholars, and 
politicians imposed identities.  Said’s study of Orientalism established a foundation for 
cultural studies that challenges fundamental precepts of knowledge and identity. 
 Said (1994) establishes links between 19th century European literature and 
perceptions of colonized peoples.  Said contends that art can contribute to politics when 
representations favor one community at the expense of perceived outsiders.  Said’s thesis 
is limited since he only evaluates literature.  Unlike formal education, literature is not 
necessarily mandated or institutionalized.  For this reason, this research into social studies 
classrooms addresses the limitations of such studies into cultural domains. 
 Scholars have also studied print media and found that informational texts have 
produced, reinforced, and challenged otherness.  Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes and Sasson 
(1992) unpack the assumption that media images are “transparent descriptions of reality” 
(p. 382).  Relatedly, studying magazine advertisements’ representation of African 
Americans, Colfax and Sternberg (1972) conclude that subtle stereotypical patterns typify 
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advertisements that reinforce rather than displace misconceptions because they “distorted 
black realities and confirmed racial stereotypes” (p. 17). This parallel’s hooks’ (1992) 
statement, “It is within the commercial realm of advertising that the drama of Otherness 
finds expression” (p. 26).  Said (1997) describes news coverage of Muslims as reductive 
because Islam is portrayed as unchanging and Muslims defined as anti-modern.  
Challenging such findings, Nacos and Torres-Reyna (2002) studied print media’s 
representations of Muslim Americans after the attacks of September 11, 2001, finding 
coverage focusing on civil rights and immigration positively confounded stereotypes. 
However, Crowson (2012) examined newspaper editorials’ coverage of the 2011 
revolution in Egypt published in major American newspapers and found that there was a 
subtle albeit pervasive sense of Orientalism to the descriptions of events unfolding in 
Egypt. Crowson finds that Orientalism is not always overt but can be subtle and 
underlying news analysis.  It is evident that not all news media reinforces otherness.  The 
vehicles that promote otherness can be the same media through which it is dismantled. 
 Film and television have also undergone similar scrutiny.  Studying television 
advertisements, Coltrane and Messineo (2000) found that advertisements exaggerated 
differences along racial and gender divisions. In doing so, advertisements not only 
reflected but also shaped perceptions of identity.  Studying Hollywood films and 
depictions of Arabs, Shaheen (2003) enumerated the demeaning stereotypes that 
permeate films.  Shaheen rhetorically asks, “What is an Arab?  In countless films, 
Hollywood alleges the answer:  Arabs are brute murderers, sleazy rapists, religious 
fanatics, oil-rich dimwits, and abusers of women” (p. 172). Whereas Shaheen considers 
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Hollywood to be rather explicit in stereotyping Arabs, Alsultany (2012) examined 
television depictions of Arabs and Muslims and concluded that the problems are more 
nuanced than merely demonizing these groups. Instead of overtly degrading portrayals of 
Muslims and Arabs, film and television confound this representation albeit while 
predominantly introducing Muslim and Arab characters in plots about terrorism and war. 
As such, the association between these communities and religious extremism and anti-
Americanism persists even while the characters may be sympathetically portrayed. 
Murphy (1998) exposes the limitations of such studies that examine media products but 
not audience reception.  Media consumers play an active role in arriving at judgments.  
They do not passively receive but rather construct meaning.  As such, studying media 
products is limited because it cannot capture insight into the ways it is received, 
processed, and judged. 
  These studies evaluate disparate aspects of Mills’ (1959) cultural apparatus yet 
do not broach the subject of institutionalized knowledge.  Scholarship and literature are 
not consumed by a majority of a population; exposure to Hollywood films is determined 
by audience sensibilities; media and advertisements are not uniform and coherent in their 
representations.  In contrast, schools are local sites of learning that have almost universal 
reach since students are enrolled for a prolonged period of their formative years (Seixas, 
2009).  Additionally, the knowledge introduced in school has more vested authority than 
other facets of the cultural apparatus that are experienced with less regularity, engage a 
smaller audience, and are not always explicitly defined as learning experiences.  In this 
respect, it is a logical progression from exploring cultural sites of otherness production to 
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evaluating schools as another location where otherness may be perpetuated or challenged. 
Schools, Social Studies, and Identity 
 Sociocultural research has identified schools as sites that mirror and legitimize 
social realities (Apple, 1996, 2004). Schooling occurs within a linguistic and cultural 
context (Gellner, 1981), and collective identities are not “free-floating ideas” 
(Kimmerling, 2001).  Instead, they are reified within institutionalized settings.  As such, 
universal education mediates collective identity formation with the potential to foster or 
challenge otherness.  The knowledge produced in schools can be distinguished from 
cultural sources such as informational and entertainment media sources. 
 The transmission of knowledge within schools is not commonly considered by 
school agents to be part of social construction identity formation (Apple, 2004).  Instead, 
there is a prevailing assumption that knowledge is neutral and “unquestionable” (Giroux, 
2011).  This stance towards knowledge, generally, and school knowledge, specifically, 
further conceals the processes of selection, organization, and evaluation of disciplinary 
content.  Banks (2005) attests that there are recurrent inequities in the determination of 
knowledge that becomes part of the institutional framework of schools.   
 There are implications for determining the knowledge introduced in schools.  
Berger and Luckmann (1967) recognize that “a social stock of knowledge” is transmitted 
across generations, perpetuating symbolic universes.  Learning entails more than 
acquiring new information as it may also serve a social reproductive purpose 
(MacMillan, 2010).  This purpose is a means to safeguarding social cohesion (Lyotard, 
2002).  This is accomplished by making sure students become “similarly located” by 
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receiving the trappings of normative culture and society (Mannheim, 2011; Seixas, 2009).  
Becoming “similarly located” entails internalizing meaning and perceiving reality from a 
particular vantage point that is consistent with prevailing social currents.  For Apple 
(2004) this means that, “Schools, therefore, ‘process’ both knowledge and people” (p. 
32).  In addition to inequities in knowledge selection within schools, this is resultant from 
the values imbued in school knowledge.  Within schools exists a hidden curriculum that 
is not always readily discernible but which still underpin curriculum, pedagogy, 
standards, and evaluations.  Unearthing the hidden curriculum is a means to appreciating 
how otherness is “actively produced” (Scatamburlo-D’Annibale & McLaren, 2005).   
 Schools are institutions that specialize in disseminating representations and 
knowledge that situates students in a social world.  Within the school, social studies 
education is a focal point of this process.  Social studies education is ostensibly designed 
to familiarize students with themes, topics, problems, people, places, and events of the 
past but values and ideologies are also present in the content (Mannheim, 2011).  Inherent 
in the knowledge found in social studies classrooms is the selection of historical content 
and interpretations that will be introduced to students.  As such, the information students 
receive in classrooms resembles the problems with scholarly history that historians have 
grappled with for the past century.  This leaves critical educators asking, “What counts as 
social studies knowledge?  How is this knowledge produced and legitimized?  Whose 
interests does this knowledge serve” (Giroux, 2011, p. 42)? 
 Social studies education. Social studies education is in part a means of social 
induction.  In classrooms, students are socialized as they are familiarized with the past, 
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thereby receiving an institutionalized form of collective memory.  Scholarship has found 
that, historically, school-taught historical narratives present national triumphs through a 
plot of progress in order to establish a positive image of the nation (Carretero, 2011; 
VanSledright, 2008).  Carretero explains, “the classroom constitutes a microspace 
announcing the great national family” (p. 11).  This positive representation of the nation 
through social studies education is accomplished by the prevailing tendency to rely on a 
single narrative rather than a marketplace of narratives (Journell, 2011).  Within the 
United States, the reliance on a singular narrative that is uncritical or marginally critical 
frames the past and historical actors in a way that provides a template for “what it means 
to be an American” (Journell, 2011, pp. 5-6).   
 School taught narratives tend to sanitize the past by deemphasizing tensions and 
conflict between segments of the population (VanSledright, 2008).  Additionally, when 
conflict is introduced in classroom history, there is a tendency to present it as resolved 
with contemporary society being unencumbered by the problems that aroused such 
tension.  The result is that conflict is subsumed into a plot of national progress rather than 
something that could contradict this positive rendition.  This conventional depiction of 
history found in classrooms is in contradistinction to the reality that history is replete with 
conflict but, also, that societal ills continue unabated without progress or democracy ever 
being fully actualized (Banks, 1993a).  
 Social studies and identity construction. This type of history that is ubiquitous 
in classrooms introduces students to a “mythic” history that positively frames the past 
while also establishing boundaries between communities (Seixas, 2009). Seixas explains, 
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“Mythic, nation-building memory aims to construct and reinforce boundaries:  it rests on 
a notion of an essence forged and hardened in the crucible of struggle over time” (pp. 
720-721).  The utility of school taught history for collective identity construction and 
social differentiation is not peculiar to the United States but, rather, is a phenomenon that 
frequently occurs in other school contexts.  For example, in the United Kingdom, debates 
regarding history education have proven to be volatile as history, education, culture, and 
identity involve a struggle for hegemony (Phillips, 1998).  In recent decades, the struggle 
to critically deconstruct school taught history has resulted in various movements for 
equity, inclusivity, and a diversity of perspectives and narratives.  Many of these calls to 
problematize narrative singularity emerged out of a concern that existing school taught 
history displaced or inadequately represented marginalized groups. 
 Multicultural education. In recent decades, there has been a growing recognition 
that “silences” exist in knowledge that relegate groups to the social periphery when their 
voices and forms of knowledge are not consumed or weighed against normative 
knowledge (Trouillot, 1995).  Silences determine what merits remembrance and 
acknowledgement and who is in possession of the power to select what about the past 
should be known in the present (Thelen, 1989).  Silences, in conjunction with 
stereotyping, may result in certain groups of students being othered in the classroom if 
and when their identity is not represented or affirmed in the school curricula and culture 
(Borrero, Yeh, Cruz, & Suda, 2012).  Multicultural education addresses the existence of 
these silences within the school setting and proponents seek to transform schooling to 
curtail its perpetuation. 
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 Multicultural education is a diverse movement replete with competing 
permutations and objectives.  Even still, multicultural education is fundamentally defined 
as a movement advancing equity and inclusivity in the schooling experience that emerged 
in the wake of the civil rights movement (Banks, 1995).  Inclusivity demands recognition 
of diversity (Taylor, 1994).  A lack of recognition of diversity or the way knowledge 
represents subaltern groups may have deleterious consequences for these groups.  In 
addition to recognizing and appreciating diversity, multicultural education is also a 
product of demands to critically understand the way schools have historically represented 
difference and the implications of this for social justice (Giroux, 1991c). 
 Multicultural education is a means of challenging how the nation-state deals with 
difference (Banks, 2005).  For multicultural education’s champions, embracing difference 
need not fragment society.  Instead, it can unify segments of society (Takaki, 1993).  In 
this respect, responding to normative collective memory and the narratives introduced in 
schools that contribute to their perpetuation, multicultural education calls for schools to 
be more receptive of narratives and voices originating from within marginalized 
communities.  Multicultural educators seek to introduce countermemories that illuminate 
historically absent perspectives.  Explaining the powerful expressiveness of 
countermemory, Zerubavel (1995) writes, “Countermemory challenges this hegemony by 
offering a divergent commemorative narrative representing the views of marginalized 
individuals or groups within the society” (p. 11).  Countermemory has the power to 
transform the characterization of groups by presenting a viable alternative that exposes 
the limitations of the existing collective memory as found in normative narratives. 
  
40
 By challenging prevailing perceptions of difference, multicultural education also 
addresses the presumption that social categories are fixed.  Proponents of multicultural 
education recognize the heuristic value in social categories but are also acutely sensitive 
to the potential for otherness to emerge when categorization engenders stereotypes; 
“making distinctions between groups can lead to the perception that the ‘other group’ is 
more homogeneous than one’s own group and this, in tern, can lead to an exaggeration of 
the extent of the group differences” (Banks, et al., 2001, p. 200).  Because social 
categories evolve, multicultural educators seek to integrate knowledge of this reality into 
schooling that can effectively change conventional definitions of identity categories and 
boundaries while yielding a more critical understanding of knowledge (Banks, 2005).  
Multicultural educators contend that there is an imperative in accomplishing this 
transformation because American society is pluralistic (Banks, 1993b; Takaki, 1993) and 
marginalized groups are participating more in society and politics than in the past (Banks, 
1993a).  With increased participation comes increased interaction between various 
members of society that necessitates a degree of requisite knowledge (Takaki, 1993).  
With this in mind, multicultural education does more than affirm the identity of othered 
or marginalized subaltern groups.  Additionally, its proponents seek to introduce White 
and middle class students, who may have limited contact with broad segments of society 
but will inherit a social landscape defined by increased diversity, to knowledge of 
subaltern groups.  Wills (1996) explains: 
A multicultural history curriculum is extremely useful for white, suburban 
students, who often have little contact with people of color in their everyday lives 
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and are, therefore, much more dependent upon cultural stereotypes and 
assumptions when trying to imagine the situations of others in American society. 
(p. 385) 
 Within multicultural education, there is no consensus on the most efficacious way 
of introducing countermemories and transforming knowledge of subaltern groups 
presented in schools.  There are numerous visions of multicultural education (Hoffman, 
1996).  Banks is one of the more prominent scholars to promote multicultural education.  
According to Banks (1993a, 1995), multicultural education consists of five dimensions:  
content integration, knowledge construction process, prejudice reduction, equity 
pedagogy, and empowering school culture and social structure.  Content integration is a 
means to rectify the disparity between the demographic diversity of America’s citizenry 
and the knowledge found in schools.  This is accomplished by introducing transformative 
knowledge that is inclusive of diversity while also celebrating the experiences of those 
who have been othered within school and society (Banks, 1993b).  By the “knowledge 
construction process,” Banks (1993a) is employing a postmodern notion that seeks to call 
attention to how values and interests are embedded in knowledge.  By introducing diverse 
forms of knowledge and helping students understand the nature of knowledge 
construction, Banks asserts that multicultural education can reduce prejudice by giving 
voice to the silenced and recasting schools as a domain to combat rather than contribute 
to stereotyping.  Lastly, multicultural education, according to Banks, entails more than 
modifying the curriculum.  Since many students hail from subaltern groups, Banks argues 
that through equity pedagogy all students can enjoy equal opportunities and that school 
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cultures can be transformed to empower all students, with an emphasis on those who 
have been historically denied opportunity and power. 
 For Giroux, multicultural education enables the recasting of national identity by 
disavowing exclusionary social categorization.  Rather than an assimilation-promoting 
melting pot vision of national identity, Giroux (1991b) advocates for a more nuanced and 
dynamic form of national identification.  In the place of perceptions of difference that 
may promote chauvinistic tendencies or result in inequality (Giroux, 1991c) is “border 
crossing” (Giroux, 1995).  Border crossing is the recognition that social categories are 
constructions and, as such, not rigid or impermeable.  Border pedagogy facilitates border 
crossing in schools.  Border pedagogy calls attention to representations and practices that 
stigmatize difference and engender otherness while designating schools as space to 
transform demeaning perceptions of perceived outsiders (Giroux, 1991a).  This sort of 
education celebrates the displacement of master narratives and embraces ambiguity over 
absolutism (Giroux, 1991a, 1991b).   
 Other proposed forms of multicultural education exist in addition to these two 
prominent visions put forth by Banks and Giroux.  While multicultural education, 
generally, speaks to diversity in the forms of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
ability, and socioeconomic status, among the many markers of difference, there are those 
streams that concentrate solely on a particular population.  With multicultural education 
following the Civil Rights Movement, an Afrocentric version emerged that endorsed 
African studies as the central feature of curricular reform (Banks, 1993b).  There are 
other versions that are oriented towards students and equity of opportunity more so than 
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curricular reform.  Sleeter and Grant (1986) envision a student-centric variety that 
democratizes the classroom while teaching “disenfranchised” students the skills and 
content they will need to attain success.  While this is not an exhaustive list of contending 
versions of multicultural education, it is illustrative of the diversity of approaches. 
 Multicultural education is one of the more easily identifiable movements in 
education that addresses the interplay between schooling, knowledge, identity, and 
otherness.  Even so, it has been criticized by an array of scholars and educators alike.  
Opponents have condemned it as anti-Western (Banks, 1993a).  Even champions of its 
cause consider it to be a half measure in theory and implementation.  Critics argue that it 
is too loosely defined and fundamental concepts such as culture, self, identity, and 
difference are too vague to be operative in for substantial school reform (Hoffman, 1996).  
Without sound definitions, multicultural education may result in increased content 
integration but inadvertently present subaltern identities as essential and fixed; 
inclusiveness does not always translate into accuracy or complexity in presentation.  
Additionally, critics lament how multicultural education has been interpreted as a quota 
to fill.  As such, it becomes an ancillary and superficially treated study of group 
difference that takes the form of the “piñata curriculum or the snowshoe curriculum 
(Hoffman, 1996, p. 549) or is reduced to a perfunctory discussion of “heroes and 
holidays” (Lee, Menkart, & Okawawa-Rey, 2006).  When this occurs, multicultural 
content tends to be circumscribed to certain designated curricular junctures (Wills, 1996).  
The limited success of multicultural education in remedying schools of knowledge and 
practices that contribute to otherness has created space for more critical paradigms of 
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scholarship and teaching to permeate the discourse on schooling, knowledge, identity, 
and otherness.  Critical race theory epitomizes this more critical bent. 
 Critical race theory. Critical race theory is not necessarily an extension of 
multicultural education, but it is similarly aligned with its objective of evaluating the 
representation of subaltern groups, transforming knowledge, and confronting 
controversial issues that adversely affect the schooling and social standing of subaltern 
communities.  Critical race theory adopts a posture towards issues of schooling, 
knowledge, identity, and otherness that surpasses multicultural education in its 
proponents’ willingness to explore inequity and conflict.   
 Critical race theory’s point of departure is the recognition that race is one of the 
most dominant categories of social differentiation (Banks, 2005).  It also redresses 
“discourses of nationhood, patriotism, and nationalism” (Rizvi, 2005, p. 168) that 
resonate with a group’s sense of pride while veiling racist undertones often implicit in 
such language.  This differs from multicultural education, which tends to celebrate 
diversity and emphasize cultural commonalities between groups (McCarthy, Crichlow, 
Dimitriadis, & Dolby, 2005).  Often, the result is to reduce cultures and identities to 
definitions easily ascertainable but essentialized albeit in a positive manner.  West (2005) 
differentiates this more critical form of inquiry regarding racial issues when stating: 
Distinctive features of the new cultural politics of difference are to trash the 
monolithic and homogeneous in the name of diversity, multiplicity, and 
heterogeneity; to reject the abstract, general, and universal in light of the concrete, 
specific, and particular; and to historicize, contextualize, and pluralize by 
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highlighting the contingent, provisional, variable, tentative, shifting, and 
changing. (p. 29) 
Considered to be lacking such nuances, multicultural education has failed to meet 
expectations to transform schools (McCarthy, Giardina, Harewood, & Park, 2005).  
 Extending from the critique that multicultural education tends to take the shape of 
a cursory “heroes and holidays” approach upon implementation, critical race theory also 
indicts social studies curricula for inadequate treatment of race.  Ladson-Billings (2003) 
describes social studies education as punctuated with the names of easily recognizable 
African Americans whereas African American history in schools remains “invisible.”  
Even so, race is omnipresent in schools and cannot be separated from curriculum, 
policies, and practices.  Race permeates schools, partially, because teachers are not 
immune from racial perceptions, and they bring their understanding of race into the 
classroom during their interactions with students (Sleeter, 2005).  Additionally, teachers 
may be unaware of the racial underpinnings to social structures and their role within 
them.  
 This omnipresence of race necessitates more explicit emphasis on the symbolic 
constitution and modes that legitimatize racial perceptions (Lugo, 2005).  Instead of 
examining the nature of personal sentiments harbored by individuals, critical race theory 
is concerned with “racialized social systems” or structural racism that is engrained in 
society (Bonilla-Silva, 2005, p. 11).  Emphasis on racism as a personal psychological 
problem rather than part of the social edifice further veils the institutional presence of 
racism that adversely affects broad swaths of society.  Bonilla-Silva (2005) explains how 
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racism tends to be conflated with overt, irrational, and hostile behaviors and tendencies.  
To confine racial issues to the sphere of irrational personal actions is to ignore the social 
dynamics that have implications for the inequitable distribution of power and 
opportunity.  Instead, critical race theory considers a racialized social system to be covert, 
institutionalized, and invisible.  For this reason, schools are evaluated as domains 
wherein subtle and systematized racism persists without school actors’ cognizance of 
their involvement.  
 Multicultural education and critical race theory tend to focus on the status, 
treatment, and representation of subaltern groups with in the United States.  In the 21st 
century, globalization is necessitating that schools become more responsive to the 
increasing interconnectedness that is profoundly altering intergroup relations between 
peoples across the globe.  
 Global education. The parlance of globalization has fluctuated considerably 
since the term’s inception.  Originally used by Theodore Levitt (Spring, 2008) to describe 
economic changes, globalization has widely become accepted as encompassing cultural 
change as well.  With the advent of digital and communication technologies, remote 
exposure to and interaction with peoples across the globe has become ubiquitous in 
contemporary life, for those with the means to access them (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & 
Perraton, 1999; Kellner, 2002).  Such communicative opportunities allow for the 
diffusion of information at unprecedented speeds.  As a result, the bounds of social, 
political, and economic activities have expanded considerably, making nations more 
interdependent.   
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 Globalization encompasses more than increased connectivity between peoples 
throughout the world.  Globalization is transforming perceptions of culture and identity 
(Sutton, 2005).  It is also a prospect for and challenge to democracy (McGinn, 1996) as 
transnational corporations and banks accumulate influence that had previously been the 
prerogative of nation-states.  There is a considerable amount of ambivalence about 
globalization because such seismic transformations are occurring at a disorienting rate of 
change (Kellner, 2002).  Proponents consider globalization to be an agent of 
modernization and progress that will distribute wealth and democracy across the globe.  
Opponents cast it as a contemporary form of imperialism that is rooted in the spread of 
capitalism and will homogenize cultures while harming the environment.  In the wake of 
September 11, globalization has been revealed to be a unifying and divisive force.  While 
optimism about globalization still exists, concern for security has curtailed unchecked 
enthusiasm about the prospect for global cosmopolitanism (Rizvi, 2004).  In spite of such 
ambivalence, the reality of globalization is widely acknowledged and has permeated the 
discourse on schooling in the United States. 
 Multicultural educators have proven to be responsive to globalization.  Banks 
(2008) contends that globalization is irreversibly altering global migration patterns and 
that educators will continue to entertain an increasingly diverse student body and that this 
type of diversity is different from what teachers are accustomed to experiencing.  With 
the changing complexion of the United States, Banks calls for schools to respond to the 
challenge through a type of multicultural education that is capable of adapting to 
globalization.  Yet, even while Banks’ proposal is evidence of multicultural education’s 
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malleability in a global age, it is of limited utility in confronting the challenges and 
opportunities of globalization.  Banks’ proposal is still inward looking and concerned 
with the treatment and representation of America’s subaltern groups in schools.  His 
argument is that as immigration changes the demographics of the citizenry, so too should 
multicultural education change.  This proposal does not speak to globalizing the 
classroom.  Global education does this by reorienting the concern for the representations, 
narratives, and general knowledge outwards to focus on peoples outside the United States 
instead of those migrating to it. 
 Multicultural education is too arrested in scope to serve as the only response to 
globalization (Merryfield & Binaya, 2006).  In a global age, there is a pressing need for 
global knowledge (Lewis, 2000) that requires a qualitative and quantitative improvement 
in the study of global societies and global issues.  This concern for qualitative 
improvement is the result of curricula that teach the “Third World” according to a 
deficiency model that represents in a negative way peoples outside of Europe and North 
America (Smith, 1999).  Similar to the problems of representation with American 
subaltern communities, global education proponents have identified poorly designed and 
implemented studies as contributing to the othering of communities living outside of the 
United States and Europe.  Anderson (1982) argues that the teaching of global studies has 
historically tended to present societies through “unidimensionality and stereotyping” (p. 
169) while also limiting student exposure to trends of intergroup relations and cultural 
exchange.  As such, proponents of global education endorse a course of study that 
underscores the connectedness rather than the discreteness of communities (Merryfield, 
  
49
2012; Merryfield & Binaya, 2006).  In doing so, global education can introduce students 
to cultural universality as well as cultural distinctiveness between groups.  This 
systematic evaluation of cultural connectedness, similarity, and difference is a challenge 
to chauvinistic and inaccurate simplifications of cultural complexity. 
 Similar to multicultural education, global education lends itself to an array of 
proposals and visions for what it means to introduce students to global societies and 
issues in the classroom.  Kniep (1989) envisions a course of study that addresses the 
existence of world systems rather than constructing knowledge that reinforces the 
centrality of the nation-state.  Because global problems persist and require international 
cooperation, such a schooling experience could be the nucleus of a global consciousness 
predicated upon transnational collaboration in addressing these problems.  Parker, 
Ninomiya, and Cogan (1999) advocate for a curriculum that accomplishes more than 
introducing global systems and global problems.  They propose an international 
curriculum that is designed by representatives from across the world and implemented in 
numerous nation-states.  Alternatively, for others, the economic imperatives of global 
interconnectedness demand more of an emphasis on skills that will make Americans 
competitive in a global marketplace (Nordgren, 2002).  Such economic concerns have 
yielded proposals for skills development ranging from cross-cultural cooperation to 
technological literacy, entrepreneurism, and creativity.  This orientation is less concerned 
with knowledge of histories, cultures, and societies outside of the United States and 
Europe and is more tailored towards ensuring schools prepare students to be 
economically competitive.   
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 Multicultural education, critical race theory, and global education are all 
responses to the perceived disconnect between schools and pressing social issues.  Each 
of these paradigms challenges conventional school knowledge and the tendency for 
representations of subaltern communities to result in otherness. They have advanced 
understandings of the role of schools in disseminating portrayals of subaltern 
communities by deconstructing normative knowledge and positing that countervailing 
understandings of subaltern communities can be integrated into school curricula. While 
these are not the theoretical frameworks employed in this study, they merit consideration 
as existing models for critically evaluating representations found within social studies 
classrooms.  Within the social studies classroom, textbook analyses are one of the more 
prominent forms of empirical study designed to deconstruct the normative historical 
narratives students receive in order to better appreciate the role played by schools in 
collective identity construction and othering.   
Empirical Literature 
Social Studies Textbook Analyses 
 Social studies textbooks have long been considered to be the “most significant 
source of information on many vital topics for high-school teachers as well as their 
students” (Salvucci, 1991, p. 203).  Because of the influence of textbooks on perceptions 
of the past and collective identity, scholars have spent decades unpacking them in order 
to better understand their emplotment and characterization of subaltern communities. 
According to White (1987), emplotment is the process of ascribing meaning to facts in a 
chronology to ensure a narrative tells a coherent story. Some of these studies have 
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received widespread popular acclaim as they appeal to the critical sensibilities of a 
concerned lay audience (cf. Loewen, 1995, 2010).  Scholarly and popular studies alike 
select textbooks because of the claim that, as school knowledge, textbooks have authority 
and influence on the general population and as such promote the “social, political, and 
historical order” (Nasser & Nasser, 2008, p. 632).  Reported to be the normative 
historical knowledge found in schools, scholars identify textbooks in shaping notions of 
American identity for youth still undergoing the formative socializing processes 
(Trouillot, 1995; VanSledright, 2008).   
 In recent years, the discourse surrounding social studies textbooks has become 
emotionally charged and contentious (Araujo & Maeso, 2012).  Scholars have exposed 
textbook narratives as presenting the past in an omniscient tone that purports to be 
objective (VanSledright, 2008).  As such, they present the past in a manner that cannot be 
questioned, countered, or replaced by another narrative (Giroux, 1991c).  For those 
defensive of the narratives housed in textbooks, these charges against narrative 
singularity and an uncritical depiction of United States history appear to be anti-
American (Novick, 1988).  Such ideological debates are complemented by concerns over 
the fact that textbooks are not only sources of information but also commodities 
published by private companies.  This intersection between profitability and edification 
has confounded the claim that textbooks are a value-free source of information (Apple, 
1996).   
 Critics have also addressed the selectivity of content in textbooks and the impact 
on whose narratives are present and whose are absent in schools (Olsson, 2010).  This 
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sort of selectivity is unavoidable since textbooks have a finite amount of space in which 
to present the past.  Even so, exclusion occurs.  Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob (1994) 
contend, “Textbooks, like abusive governments, can make people disappear” (p. 294).  
The absence of certain communities from narratives is relatively conspicuous yet 
representations that result in otherness are subtler.  Much of the empirical studies into 
history knowledge presented in textbooks have endeavored to better understand how 
plots and characterizations contribute to the construction of collective identity as well as 
the promotion of otherness.   
Social studies textbook analyses in the United States. American scholars have 
concentrated the majority of textbook analyses on United States history and subaltern 
groups within the country.  Studying prevailing myths that contribute to perceptions of 
American identity, Hodgson (2009) considers textbooks to be one of the mechanisms 
responsible for the ongoing prominence of the myth of American exceptionalism.  
Relatedly, Hutchins (2011) examined the representation of George Washington and 
Abraham Lincoln that cast the presidents as heroic testaments to the nation.  Hutchins 
explains how textbooks do not necessarily present these figures as historical actors but 
rather as the personification of the national ethos and character, a feat accomplished 
through a “heroification and mythification process” (pp. 653-4).  Because presidents are 
living people, their veneration is more influential than other national symbols that are 
more abstract.  Alridge (2006) concluded that Martin Luther King, Jr. underwent similar 
distortions in textbooks that sanctify while purging him of any vestige of controversy.  
MLK appears as the messianic and exceptional embodiment of the Civil Rights 
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Movement.  Alridge explains that this depiction is a “sanitized, noncontroversial, 
oversimplified view of perhaps one of America’s most radical and controversial leaders” 
(p. 680).  Such a depiction satisfies multicultural demands without any meaningful 
alterations being made to the narrative arc.  As such, United States social studies 
textbooks have historically tended to present a narrative plot of progress that minimizes 
recognition of national blemishes that would present a more complex albeit less 
triumphant rendition. 
 Scholars have also identified various forms of prejudice and marginalization of 
minority groups in social studies textbooks.  Roderick (1970) found that during the Civil 
Rights Movement, textbooks were a primary source of information for students to learn 
about minorities, but minority voices were largely absent from texts, and they were not 
depicted as possessing intragroup diversity.  Lange (1971) found that of fourteen United 
States elementary textbooks examined only two or three could be classified as relatively 
free from prejudice.  These textbooks were replete with numerous types of subtle bias 
that included:  bias of national superiority through glorification of the one’s own 
perceived community; bias of omission; and bias of inertia by failing to incorporate the 
most recent historical scholarship.  
 Many of these biases appear in the findings presented in analyses of African 
Americans and Native Americans.  Studying nineteen textbooks, Brown and Brown 
(2010) examined racial violence perpetrated against African Americans and concluded 
that textbooks have become more inclusive of African Americans but minimize the 
salience of violence throughout United States history.  When presented in textbooks, 
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structural issues that enabled violence are not introduced and violence is presented as the 
deviant behavior of those who failed to uphold democratic values.  This is consistent with 
the idea that otherness is perpetuated by stereotyping that presents negative behavior as 
an individual’s departure from the group’s ethos or inherent disposition.  By dismissing 
textbook portrayals of violence as personal and not structural, Brown and Brown find that 
such an unsavory feature of America’s past can be subsumed into, rather than undermine, 
a narrative of progress.  Selecting sixteen university textbooks, Axtell (1987) found that 
these books were laden with “half-truths” regarding Native Americans.  Axtell explains 
that deficiencies of these texts when concluding: 
Authors who still use words and phrases like ‘red man,’ ‘superstitious,’ 
‘primitive,’ ‘half-breeds,’ ‘massacre,’ ‘French and Indian wars,’ ‘war-whooping,’ 
‘feathered foes,’ ‘painted allies,’ and ‘tawny-skinned pagan aborigines’ need a 
crash course in cultural relativism and ethnic sensitivity. (p. 627) 
Relatedly, Ashley and Jarratt-Ziemski (1999) also describe the superficial treatment of 
Native American history in college textbooks.  They find that cultural heterogeneity is 
deemphasized, and that Natives are often not disaggregated into tribes.  Anderson (2012) 
explains how Native American history is ancillary in textbooks, which often represent 
idealized Natives who epitomize reconciliation such as Sacagawea and Pocahontas.  
Salvucci (1991) describes how textbooks’ Anglo-centrism diminishes the importance of 
Spanish settlements in early American history, veils Mexico’s suffering from loss of 
territory under the banner of Manifest Destiny, and only invokes Mexico in historical 
narratives when it intersects with United States’ interests.  In a similar vein, Kaomea 
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(2000) indicts textbooks for neglecting to provide adequate coverage of Hawaiian 
subjugation while characterizing Hawaiians as docile natives typified by a spirit of aloha.   
 These studies are consistent with Sanchez’s (2001) argument that textbooks have 
increasingly satisfied multicultural demands by becoming more inclusive of minorities.  
But, this quantitative increase in minority presence has not been accompanied by a 
qualitative improvement in the accuracy of their representation.  Instead, textbooks 
continue to introduce distortions, tokenism, and romanticized depictions, and to omit 
information, all of which are detrimental to textbook readers’ understanding of these 
communities. 
 Analyses that examine the representation of communities outside of North 
America and Europe in American textbooks are less common.  Even so, since September 
11, 2001, scholars are beginning to commit their attention to textbook treatment of 
Muslims and Arab communities.  Concerned with the representation of Islam in 
textbooks, Douglass and Dunn (2003) concluded that American students encounter only a 
few weeks of coverage of Islam during twelve years of education.  They also found that 
Muslims are othered in many subtle ways in textbooks.  In particular, Islam is not defined 
according to a Muslim perspective but rather in a manner that is palatable for textbook 
adoption committees.  Additionally, a categorical border is established in textbooks by 
references to the Judeo-Christian tradition, which excludes Islam, rather than the 
Abrahamic tradition, which would include Islam.  This, in effect, presents an ahistorical 
rupture between Islam and its monotheistic predecessors.  Lastly, Douglass and Dunn 
attest that textbooks ascribe religious causation to historical developments and 
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characterize Islam as traditional and anti-Western.  Saleem and Thomas (2011) examined 
textbook representations of September 11, 2001 and found that the perpetrators were 
often referred to as Muslim without any other labels ascribed to them that would imply 
political, economic, or other terrorist motivations.  They explain, “While it is uncommon 
to come across terms such as ‘Christian, Buddhist, Jewish terrorists,’ Islam and Muslims 
are commonly used as adjectives and adverbs to describe acts of violence” (p. 29). 
Jackson (2014) studied textbooks and state curriculum frameworks in order to evaluate 
the representation of Muslims and Islam in schools. Jackson explains, “[V]iews that 
reduce Muslims to threatening ‘bad guys’ and oppressed women do not accurately 
portray the whole of the Muslim world. Most Muslims are not dangerous, terroristic, or 
anti-American” (p. 3). Jackson concludes that school curricular knowledge may reinforce 
a sense of a clash of civilizations between the West and Islam although this sense of 
intractable difference and conflict is not as pronounced as other media depictions. While 
studies examining American textbooks’ representations of peoples outside the West are 
limited, this is a burgeoning field of inquiry that explores issues of otherness within 
historical narratives serving as school knowledge.   
Social studies textbook analyses globally. The interest in textbooks as a subject of 
investigation is not limited to the United States.  There is worldwide research generating 
new understandings of narrative construction and the subtle subjectivities that run 
through textbook accounts of the past. Studying Canadian textbooks, Kirkness (1977) 
found that Natives were represented disparagingly through a series of biases, including: 
biases of “omission;” “defamation” whereby Natives are characterized by their faults; 
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“denial of cultural contribution;” “cumulative implication” whereby non-Natives are 
presented as being responsible for Canada’s positive development; “inertia” whereby 
textbooks rely on outdated historical information; “disembodiment” whereby Natives are 
represented through vague abstractions; “lack of concreteness” whereby generalization 
are not substantiated by evidence; and “lack of comprehensiveness.”   
 In the United Kingdom, Thobani (2010) found that there are numerous problems 
in the presentation of Islam in textbooks.  These problems arise during the translation of a 
lived system of beliefs into academic representations, which compress, condense, dilute, 
and simplify in order to make Islam “pedagogically manageable” (p. 241).   
 In Portugal, Araujo and Maeso (2012) report that grafting previously silenced 
perspectives into textbook narratives does not necessarily transform the plot or tenor of 
knowledge, particularly when it is Eurocentric.  They conclude, “We argue that the 
effectiveness of Eurocentrism lies not so much in prejudiced representations of the 
‘other’, but in the de-politicization of power relations that make plausible such 
(mis)representations” (p. 1267).  As such, to Araujo and Maeso, otherness is the 
manifestation of an underlying problem regarding the general assumption that knowledge 
is innate and not constructed. 
 Investigating the representation of migration and minorities in Spanish textbooks, 
van Dijk and Atienza (2011) analyzed the discursive strategies within a Spanish 
secondary social science textbook.  They relate how textbooks are not explicitly racist.  
Instead, textbooks tend to present the one community as good and another as bad by 
mitigating or simply not discussing the problems of discrimination, racism, exploitation, 
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and poverty that underpin the topics of migration and minority status in Spain.  They 
conclude that this is the result of knowledge and ideology overlapping in textbooks. 
 Studies of French and Belgian textbooks have dealt with questions of narrative 
construction and the implications for the meaning of national identity.  Vannhulle (2009) 
discusses the “hidden dimensions” (p. 254) within Belgian textbooks that are concealed 
in what appears to be “an untouchable objective and absolute truth” (p. 265).  In France, 
Greenwalt (2009) describes how debates regarding the meaning of the French nation are 
manifest in textbooks.  This has become particularly pronounced due to recent upticks in 
immigration and the recognition that textbooks are of utility in assimilating new 
populations. 
 In Russia, post-Soviet era textbooks have exposed the constructed nature of 
historical knowledge.  Wertsch (2000) describes how Soviet textbooks emphasized 
nationalism and were a formative source of indoctrination.  Since the fall of the Soviet 
Union, textbook authors have deliberately introduced a counter-narrative in stark contrast 
with the Soviet rendition of the past.  In doing so, the vacillation from one narrative to 
another has had the effect of negating certain memories and allowing for previously 
silenced countermemories to assume hegemonic standing. 
 Because of the ongoing and unresolved political conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians, textbooks from within these school systems have garnered a considerable 
sum of attention.  Within the Israeli context, Naveh (2006) evaluates the dynamics of 
identity construction in Israel as mediated through school taught history.  Similarly, Al-
Haj (2005) describes textbooks as mechanisms that promote cohesiveness particularly 
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strengthening national allegiances during a period of prolonged conflict.  In doing so, 
textbooks instill Zionist attitudes and a sense of loyalty to the state among Jewish and 
Palestinian citizens of Israel.  Al-Haj concludes that this is accomplished by describing 
Jewish-Israeli society as pluralistic and Palestinians outside the state as monolithic.  
Relatedly, Cohen (2013) studied the Holocaust as a topic of study in Israeli state schools, 
finding it is taught in a manner that promotes group cohesion between otherwise 
disparate members of Israel’s Jewish communities. Concerned with textbook depictions 
of Palestinian citizens of Israel, Nasser and Nasser (2008) criticize Israeli textbooks that 
silence Palestinian citizens’ and diminish the Palestinian aspirations for self-
determination.  Within Palestine, Brown (2006b) examined textbooks issued by the 
Palestinian National Authority and concluded that they conflate Palestinian identity with 
loyalty to authority. Nasser (2011) found that Israel, Jordan, and Palestinians all promote 
historical study in schools that involves teaching sanitized master narratives that promote 
collective identity formation within each population.  Each of these studies explicitly 
addresses identity and otherness as the focal point for investigating textbook renditions.  
In this context of seemingly intractable conflict, appreciating the cultural and institutional 
sources of knowledge that contribute to the dehumanization of political adversaries is of 
the utmost importance. 
 In the context of Pakistan, Chaturvedi (2002) reveals the unremitting presence of 
otherness when comparisons are drawn between Indians and Pakistanis.  Pakistani 
textbooks tend to be replete with dichotomous descriptions of either population that 
introduce essentialized characterizations that favor Pakistanis at the expense of their 
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Indian counterparts.  Chaturvedi writes: 
A survey of textbooks reveals the theme of otherness running through them all the 
way up to the graduation level.  It can be summarised as follows:  Muslims and 
Hindus have always lived in a deeply hostile and antagonistic relationship.  
Muslims were broadminded, accommodating, and brought enlightenment to an 
otherwise ‘inhuman’ society characterised by the caste system and the practices of 
Sati. (p. 155) 
Value and limitations of textbook analyses. This scholarship produced in the United 
States and abroad attests to the tendency for historical narratives to construct the past 
favorably in the service of collective identity formation.  As a corollary, these narratives 
also tend to characterize subaltern communities in a manner that is consistent with 
otherness.  This scholarship establishes a precedent for further investigations seeking to 
better appreciate the role of school-taught history in perceptions of otherness, 
particularly, due to globalization, of communities residing outside of North America and 
Europe.  But there remains an imbalance in this strain of research that disproportionately 
analyzes textbook representations and the othering of American subaltern communities at 
the expense of communities elsewhere across the globe.  In the 21st century, with the 
emergence of a burgeoning global society, there is a need for research to concentrate on 
the representation of global communities as mediated by school-taught history narratives.  
 The limitations of textbook analyses exceed the disproportionate focus on 
communities within the United States.  The most glaring limitation to studying the 
textbook as the central source of information disseminated to students is that it fails to 
  
61
provide any substantive insight into the lived classroom experience.  For example, the 
title of Loewen’s (1995) popularly acclaimed Lies My Teacher Told Me is misleading 
and, thus, demonstrates the need for discourse analysis to be conducted in social studies 
classrooms.  Because Loewen deconstructed textbooks and revealed certain prevalent 
misrepresentations of American history, his research provides insights into curricular 
resources but fails to capture any meaningful insights into the knowledge that is 
constructed in the classroom by teachers.  Textbooks are inert and these analyses fail to 
address the extent to which and manner by which teachers utilize, supplement, disregard, 
or refuse to employ textbooks in their classrooms.  Textbook analyses unpack the content 
of published materials without addressing the classroom experience and the role of 
teachers as knowledge creators and disseminators.  The lies found in textbooks do not 
necessarily translate into lies told by teachers.  
 In the realm of media studies, Murphy (1998) emphasized the agency of media 
consumers, concluding that they actively interpret information.  As such, the audience 
does not passively receive the intended meanings and messages embedded in media.  
Textbook analyses are also similarly limited in this respect.  They do not glean insight 
into the agency of teachers who are also a source of information in the classroom.  
Teachers are knowledge producers who frame the past, select content, and directly 
interact with students.  Therefore, there is a need to conduct research that aims to better 
appreciate the discursive construction of knowledge that occurs in social studies 
classrooms and the ways in which teachers, through discursive acts, perpetuate or 
challenge otherness.  Studying the discourse of social studies teachers as they represent, 
  
62
characterize, and construct knowledge can redress the limitations of textbook analyses.  
This may allow for a more complex understanding of collective identity formation, 
otherness, and the role of educators’ discourse in these processes.  
School-based Discourse Analysis 
 The limitations identified regarding textbook analyses necessitate considering that 
textbooks are neither the primary source of knowledge in classrooms nor do they 
monopolize the representations of subaltern communities that reinforce or challenge 
otherness.  The importance of textbooks is undeniable but has often been exaggerated.  
An illustrative example of such exaggerations is Chaturvedi’s (2002) claim that: 
Textbooks, particularly at school level, serve as the basic source of information 
for students, besides being the foremost statement of the objectivity desired by the 
curriculum.  Together they appear to constitute the necessary institutional 
cohesiveness, memory and continuity that allows an educational system to act as 
an aid to the production of otherness. (p. 155) 
While true, the study of textbooks alone does not provide a multifaceted understanding of 
the knowledge production processes within schools.  The classroom experience includes 
the employment of textbooks, but this environment is predominantly defined by 
discursive, spoken language rather than text-based language.  Teachers are not beholden 
to textbooks when teaching history (Olsson, 2010).   
 Like textbooks, teachers are also capable of disseminating knowledge that is 
influenced by the values, ideologies, and codes that are subtly, implicitly, and 
unselfconsciously present (Apple, 2004).  Because information reception involves 
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“appropriation and resistance” (Wertsch, 2000), it cannot be assumed that teachers 
transmit information that is identical in content and spirit to textbook knowledge.  
Relatedly, teachers do not tend to consider themselves to be complicit in processes of 
identity formation when teaching history (Levstik, 2000).  Rizvi (2005) explains, 
“Favored ways of speaking and acting, as well as favored conceptions of knowledge of 
the Other, are the constitutive elements of such discourse structures, which govern not 
only student life chances but also such matters as who can speak, about what, and to 
whom” (p. 177).  When teachers do not believe they are party to collective identity and 
otherness production, they may not recognize the influence of their discursive acts in 
relation to reifying social constructions.  With this in mind, there is a need for research to 
take note of the classroom environment and the dynamic nature of knowledge 
construction mediated by teachers (Apple, 2004).  As Berger and Luckmann (1967) state, 
“Language constitutes both the most important content and the most important instrument 
of socialization” (p. 133).  Teacher classroom discourse merits further attention because 
of the cultural and social implications inherent in discourse (Sherzer, 1987). 
 Discourse in social studies classrooms, particularly that of teachers, has not been 
the subject of scholarly investigation.  Even so, researchers have identified schools as 
sites for discourse analysis.  Heap (1985) studied six reading lessons in second and third 
grade classrooms and concluded that prescribed curricular knowledge is not the sole 
source of knowledge in the classroom.  Rather, students and teachers construct 
knowledge and teachers, as classroom authorities, can legitimize students’ beliefs and 
subsequently transform it into classroom knowledge when offering their consent.  
  
64
Townsend and Pace (2005) identified teachers as influencing the tenor of classroom 
discourse in English literature classes who may interfere with or promote critical thought 
and interpretation, diffusing or encouraging it through moments of possibility or 
moments of closure.  Duff (2002) described the experiences of nonnative students whose 
participation in classroom discourse may be stifled when they feel pressured to contribute 
by serving as a source of knowledge of their native culture.  Expectations for minorities 
to be authorities on the history, tradition, culture, and society of their community may be 
anxiety inducing and result in these students disengaging to avoid inheriting such 
responsibility.   
 Discourse analyses are particularly prominent in mathematics classrooms.  Sfard 
(2001) studied the “communicational approach to cognition” and emphasized “thinking-
as-communicating” in order to understand discourse as it relates to learning.  Hufferd-
Ackles, Fuson and Gamoran Sherin (2004) studied the development of “math-talk 
learning communities.”  Taking a more sociocultural approach, Lerman (2002) examined 
language and its role in the development of consciousness, cultural awareness, and 
identity in mathematics classrooms.  Relatedly, Atweh, Bleicher and Cooper (1998) 
explored the influence of gender and socioeconomic backgrounds in teacher perceptions 
of ability and concluded that perceptions of these social categories are consequential in 
classroom communication.  Gorgio and Planas (2005) found that cultural distance in 
mathematics classes may produce a culture of conflict that prevents nonnative students 
from learning mathematics.   
 Some of the discourse analyses conducted in classrooms have explicitly focused 
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on identity and participation.  Brown (2004) studied the induction of marginalized 
students into science discourse and how assimilating to scientific parlance may result in 
cultural conflict when students feel that their identity is threatened.  Brown (2006a) 
explains how language is an identity signifier and that for students of certain 
backgrounds, participation in science discourse in the classroom may be perceived of as a 
denial of one’s cultural identity.  Similarly, Lin (1999) described the social reproduction 
processes that permeate English Language Learning environments and the influence of 
cultural capital and habitus in the discourse in these classrooms.  In technology 
classrooms, Singh (1993) related the interplay between discourse and gender, finding 
gender stereotypes of female docility, passivity, and femininity to contribute to teacher 
perceptions of female technological ineptitude as reflected in their classroom discourse. 
 This diverse sampling of studies reveals the viability of discourse analysis as a 
methodology in school settings that transcends the limitations of textbook analysis.  Also, 
as demonstrated by this sampling of the literature, discourse analysis is sprawling, with 
manifold existing permutations.  For the sake of better understanding otherness as a form 
of representing communities through the history knowledge presented in teacher 
classroom discourse, Critical Discourse Analysis is an appropriate methodological 
choice.  
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I presented the relevant theoretical and empirical literature that 
informs this study.  I began by discussing postmodernism and progressed to an 
explication of the social construction of knowledge and the role of historical narratives in 
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collective memory and collective identity formation.  This theoretical and conceptual 
presentation informed the explanation of otherness and social differentiation.  I then 
examined the cultural and institutional domains whereby knowledge contributes to 
collective identity and otherness formation.  This section emphasized the importance of 
institutionalized forms of knowledge, in particular historical knowledge in schools.  This 
was followed by a description of multicultural education, critical race theory, and global 
education, each of which explicitly challenge accepted forms of knowledge that typify 
the normative classroom experience and call for curricular reforms so that subaltern 
communities are more prominently featured in school curricula and justly represented.  
The review concluded with an examination of social studies textbook analyses and, 
additionally, discourse analyses that have been conducted in schools albeit outside of 
history classrooms. 
 This literature review situates this research within a body of existing theoretical 
and empirical literature.  In doing so, I endeavored to identify the gaps in the literature on 
otherness as mediated by historical knowledge found in schools.  The two most salient 
gaps to emerge from this review are 1) the dearth of literature regarding the 
representation and characterization of various non-Western communities in social studies 
education and 2) the absence of discourse analyses conducted in social studies classrooms 
that provide insight into the role of social studies teachers as knowledge creators.  It is 
these two gaps that this study seeks to address by gaining insights into the role of 
secondary social studies teachers in contributing to or challenging the othering of non-
Western peoples through their instructional discourse. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 In order to gain insights into the role of secondary social studies teachers in the 
processes of contributing to or challenging the othering of non-Western peoples, I 
employed Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as my research methodology.  Although 
CDA can encompass all facets of language (Van Dijk, 1995), I used it in order to 
examine the content of secondary social studies teachers’ discursive acts during 
classroom instruction.  According to Patton (2002), “content analysis is used to refer to 
any qualitative data reduction and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative 
material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” (p. 453).  The aim of 
analyzing the content of social studies teachers’ discursive acts was be to better 
understand otherness in the context of the lived classroom experience instead of through 
inert materials such as textbooks and curricular materials. 
 CDA is an appropriate methodological selection for deconstructing language so to 
critically evaluate subtle, implicit, and unselfconscious discursive content as it relates to 
otherness.  CDA challenges the stance that knowledge is “value-free” (Van Dijk, 2001), 
in order to gain insights into the nature of meaning (Apple, 1996; Blommaert & Bucaen, 
2000).  Rather, CDA researchers examine the interplay between knowledge and society, 
emphasizing their constitutive interdependence. As Machin and Mayr (2012) state, “What 
we think of as our culture is inseparable from language” (p. 3). Because this relationship 
is not always transparent, CDA researchers seek to reveal the unacknowledged or implicit 
subjectivities in knowledge (Van Dijk, 2001). Machin and Mayr (2012) explain,  
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CDA typically analyses news texts, political speeches, advertisements, school 
books, etc., exposing strategies that appear normal or neutral on the surface but 
which may in fact be ideological and seek to shape the representation of events 
and persons for particular ends. The term “critical” therefore means 
‘denaturalising’ the language to reveal the kinds of ideas, absences and taken-for-
granted assumptions in texts. (p. 6) 
The language used in discourses about the social world function to shape what 
knowledge is legitimized or delegitimized in society (Machin & Mayr, 2012). With this 
in mind, CDA is a way of deconstructing language in order to reveal the concealed 
substrata of discourse. Crowson (2012) explains, “Critical discourse analysis allows us to 
decode and identify ideology that is present in the text” (p. 19). Therefore, CDA was a 
valuable methodological framework through which to approach a critical deconstruction 
of social studies teachers’ representations of African and Middle Eastern populations.  
 CDA was appropriate for this study because it is used to examine macro-societal 
phenomena at the micro-societal level where phenomena are reified (van Dijk, 1993).  
For the purposes of this study, otherness constitutes the macro-societal phenomenon and 
social studies teachers’ discourse during lived classroom experiences serves as the micro-
societal level where otherness is reified.  Van Dijk (2001) explains,  
Language use, discourse, verbal interaction, and communication belong to the 
microlevel of the social order.  Power, dominance, and inequity between social 
groups are typically terms that belong to a macrolevel of analysis.  This means 
that CDA has to theoretically bridge the well-known “gap” between micro and 
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macro approaches, which is of course a distinction that is a sociological construct 
in its own right (p. 354).   
CDA researchers are concerned with the origins and mechanisms that contribute to the 
ongoing existence of social phenomena.  Racism, xenophobia, ethnocentrism, anti-
Semitism, and sexism are common examples of the ideologies commonly analyzed using 
CDA (Blommaert & Bucaen, 2000).  This makes it particularly instrumental in studying a 
social problem such as otherness promoted through representations in school knowledge.  
Researchers conduct CDA to better understand the nature of social phenomena while 
identifying the discursive acts that promote them. This makes CDA particularly valuable 
when studying representations that establish understandings of identity, communal 
boundaries, and difference. 
 When contributing to identity formation, discursive acts are framed to articulate 
intragroup similarity and intergroup difference.  This is accomplished through a variety 
of discursive acts (Colombo & Senatore, 2005) “namely the positive representation of 
their own group, and the negative representation of the Others” (van Dijk, 1993).  As a 
methodology, CDA is employed to uncover the dynamics of discourse that facilitate or 
challenge social issues (de Cillia, Reisigl, & Wodak, 1999; Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl, & 
Liebhard, 2009; van Dijk, 1995).  Because power is present in discursive acts, researchers 
use CDA to deconstruct language and evaluate the enactment, reproduction, and 
resistance of and to power (van Dijk, 2001).  In doing so, CDA differs from other forms 
of discourse analysis that are confined to descriptions and interpretations of discourse.  
Additionally, CDA is used to explain the construction of the social world as it is mediated 
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through language (Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph, 2005).  CDA 
made for an appropriate methodology to study collective identity and otherness 
construction. 
 CDA researchers have identified schools as sites constituted by discourse and 
meriting study (Luke, 1995-1996; Kumaravadivelu, 1999).  Proponents of CDA 
recognize that, “Education is seen as a major area for the reproduction of social relations, 
including representation and identity formation, but also for possibilities of change” 
(Blommaert & Bucaen, 2000, p. 451).  CDA is a valuable methodology for gaining 
insights to better understanding the role of secondary education social studies teachers in 
the construction of knowledge that may promote or challenge the othering of certain non-
Western communities. 
Research Setting 
 Participants and School Context.  The discourse analysis of social studies 
included the involvement of six secondary social studies teachers. The selection of the six 
participants was determined according to teachers’ inclusion of topics pertaining to 
Africa and the Middle East in their classrooms. Teacher participants varied in age, 
teaching experience, and school setting.  
 Ms. Simpson. Ms. Simpson is a World History teacher at Shelby High School, an 
urban charter school in a New England city.1 The school enrolls 360 students from grades 
6-12. The school boasts of a small teacher-to-student ratio and Ms. Simpson’s class sizes 
for the periods observed for this study regularly had ten or fewer students depending on 
                                                        
1 All teachers and schools in this report have been assigned pseudonyms. 
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attendance. The majority of students enrolled in the World History course observed for 
this study were African American and female. The observed class included no Caucasian 
students.  
 Ms. Simpson self-identifies as White and Chinese. At the time of observations, 
she was in her second full year as a classroom teacher. Prior to commencing her teaching 
career, Ms. Simpson had earned a bachelors degree in Social Studies Education from an 
Ivy League university in addition to a doctorate in Education from a university in the 
United Kingdom. Ms. Simpson reported that her own high school social studies education 
was “primarily focused on European perspectives on 20th-century world history” and that 
this education took place in an International Baccalaureate school setting.  
 In the two years Ms. Simpson has spent teaching, both have been at the same 
charter school and her classes have been with 11th and 12th grade students. During the 
year in which she was observed, Ms. Simpson was teaching United States History II and 
World History although she was only observed during World History classes. In total, 
Ms. Simpson was observed on fourteen occasions. The lessons taught during these 
observations were during two units. The first unit was devoted to Genocide and the 
second was on the Modern Middle East. The Genocide unit contained multiple case 
studies with the Rwandan Genocide constituting the case most germane to this study. The 
Modern Middle East case began with European involvement in the region during World 
War One and continued with lessons devoted to the Israeli-Arab and Israeli-Palestinian 
Conflicts, Iran, Afghanistan, and September 11th and the War on Terror.  
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 Mr. Valun. Mr. Valun is a World History teacher at Wampanoag Charter School, 
an urban charter school in New England. The school was founded in 2013 and initially 
served 110 students in grade 9. Each year since its founding, the school has introduced a 
new grade and anticipates full enrollment to be at 280 by the 2016-2017 academic year. 
Of the students enrolled, 70 percent are African American and 24 percent are Hispanic. 
Mr. Valun’s class size ranged from 14-20 students depending on attendance with the 
majority of students being African American and with none being Caucasian.  
 Mr. Valun self-identifies as White. At the time of observation, he was in his 
second year of teaching. Mr. Valun had previously earned a bachelors degree from an Ivy 
League university in History and was in the process of earning a master of arts in 
teaching degree from a local university in the same city as Wampanoag Public School. 
Mr. Valun’s previous and current teaching experience had been with World History 
courses. In total, Mr. Valun was observed on fifteen separate occasions. During this time, 
units on The Golden Age of Islam, The Kingdoms of Ghana and Mali, The Crusades, 
European Imperialism and Colonialism, and Ethiopian Nationalism were observed. 
 Mr. Wheaton. Mr. Wheaton is a United States History teacher at Brook Haven 
High School, a suburban public high school in New England. The school was in its 
inaugural year after being constructed during this observation period. The school hosts 
over 1,300 students from grades 9-12. The school is composed of over 95 percent 
Caucasian, under 1 percent African American, and slightly over 2 percent Hispanic 
students. Mr. Wheaton’s class sizes ranged from 13-19 students depending on attendance 
and all students were Caucasian.  
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 Mr. Wheaton self-identifies as a Caucasian male. He had been teaching for thirty-
one years in various suburban New England school districts at the time of this 
observation period. Mr. Wheaton earned a bachelors degree in Political Science from a 
private New England university and a masters in Counseling from a public New England 
university. Mr. Wheaton has taught United States History, International Relations, 
Sociology, and World History during his career. Mr. Wheaton was observed on ten 
occasions during his Advanced Placement United States History course. The lessons 
observed were during units on the Cold War, the Triumph of Conservatism, and 
September 11th and the Next American Century. Topics introduced during these units 
pertained to U.S. intervention in Iran in the 1950s, the Iranian Revolution, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan, the First Gulf War, September 11th and the War on Terror, and 
numerous topics related to Israel.  
 Ms. Marshall. Ms. Marshall is a World History teacher at Old Colonial High 
School, a suburban high school in New England. The school is hosts 2,055 students from 
grades 9-12. The school is composed of over eighty-three percent Caucasian, four percent 
African-American, three percent Asian, and six percent Hispanic students. Ms. 
Marshall’s observed class had twenty-nine students with number fluctuating slightly 
depending on attendance with the majority of students being Caucasian.  
 Ms. Marshall self-identifies as being the product of a family that is “poor, White, 
and Southern.” She was thirty-five years old at the time of observations and had been 
teaching since she was twenty-seven years old. During her teaching career, Ms. Marshall 
had worked in an urban New England district for two years as a tutor, taught evening 
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high school classes for four years in a suburban environment, and had been teaching for a 
total of nine years at her current school including time spent as a substitute and student-
teacher. Ms. Marshall earned a bachelors degree in Western Religions from a private 
urban university in New England and a masters in Secondary Education and History from 
a different private urban university in New England. Ms. Marshall has taught World 
History four eight years and Human Geography for four years at Old Colony High 
School. Ms. Marshall was observed on seven occasions in her Modern World History 
course. The lessons observed were during a unit on The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.  
 Mr. Healey. Mr. Healey is a World History teacher at Old Colony High School, 
the same school as Ms. Marshall. Mr. Healey is from northern New England and self-
identifies as being of German, Austrian, French, and Irish heritage. Mr. Healey was 
thirty-eight years old at the time of observation and was in his first year as a full time 
teacher. He earned a bachelors degree in Journalism from a small private university in 
northern New England. Mr. Healey worked for over a decade in broadcast and print 
media as well as public relations. In the year prior to observing him, Mr. Healey returned 
to earn his masters degree in Secondary History Education from a private urban 
university in New England. Mr. Healey taught Modern World History and English and 
was observed in his Modern World History class. Mr. Healey’s class had twenty-seven 
students in attendance. He was observed six times during a unit on The Israeli-Palestinian 
Conflict.  
 Mr. Roberts. Mr. Roberts is a World History teacher at Holy Cross Catholic 
School, a private Catholic denominational college preparatory school situated in a New 
  
75
England city that catered to students from across the state. The school hosts over 1,600 
students from grades 7-12. Students enrolled at the school hail from over 140 
communities throughout the state. Thirty percent of students are from urban communities 
and over sixteen percent are “non-White” according to the school. Mr. Roberts had 
upwards of eighteen students in class depending on attendance, the majority of which 
were White although Asian and African-American students were present.  
 Mr. Roberts self-identifies as European. He had been teaching at this current 
school for over twenty-five years at the time of observation. He had taught Global 
History for twelve years. Mr. Roberts earned a bachelors degree from a private Catholic 
school in New England. He also earned a master's degree in Education from another 
urban private Catholic university and second masters degree from an urban state 
university in New England. Mr. Roberts had also taught Advanced Placement Economics 
and American Government courses. Mr. Roberts was observed on seven occasions during 
a unit on Apartheid in South Africa.  
 Tables 3.1 and 3.2 provide demographic data regarding the teacher-participants 
and their respective schools. 
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Table 3.1. Teacher Demographics 
Teacher Self-
Identifica-
tion 
School 
Setting 
Years 
Teaching 
Course 
Observed 
Topics 
Introduced 
Times 
Observed 
Ms. 
Simpson 
Chinese-
American 
Female 
Urban 
Charter 
6-12 School 
2 World 
History 
Rwandan 
Genocide; 
Modern Middle 
East 
14 
Mr. 
Valun 
White Male Urban 
Charter  
9-12 High 
School 
2 World 
History 
Golden Age of 
Islam; 
African 
Kingdoms; 
Imperialism 
and 
Colonialism; 
Ethiopian 
Nationalism 
15 
Mr. 
Wheaton 
White Male Suburban  
9-12 High 
School 
31 Advanced 
Placement 
United 
States 
History 
Cold War;  
Triumph of 
Conservatism; 
September 11th 
and the Next 
American 
Century  
(Iran; 
Afghanistan; 
Iraq; Israel) 
10 
Ms. 
Marshall 
Poor, White, 
Southern 
Female 
Suburban  
9-12 High 
School 
8 Modern 
World 
History 
Israeli-
Palestinian 
Conflict  
7 
Mr. 
Healey 
German, 
Austrian, 
French, Irish 
Male 
Suburban  
9-12 High 
School 
1 Modern 
World 
History 
Israeli-
Palestinian 
Conflict 
6 
Mr. 
Roberts 
European 
Male 
Urban 7-12 
Catholic 
College 
Preparatory 
School 
25 World 
History 
Apartheid in 
South Africa 
7 
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Table 3.2. District Demographics- Enrollment by Race and Ethnicity 2014-20152 
Race/Ethnicity Shelby High 
School  
(Ms. 
Simpson) 
Wampanoag 
Charter School 
 (Mr. Valun) 
Brook 
Haven 
High 
School 
(Mr. 
Wheaton) 
Old Colony High 
School  
(Ms. Marshall and Mr. 
Healey) 
African American 61.6 62.7 0.7 4.2 
Asian 4.0 1.4 0.6 3.4 
Hispanic 24.4 32.8 2.1 5.8 
Native American 1.5 0.3 0.2 0.3 
White 3.5 1.7 95.7 83.7 
Native Hawaiian 
Pacific Islander 
0.5 0.3 0.1 0.0 
Multi-Race 
Non-Hispanic 
4.5 0.7 0.7 2.5 
 
 This research took place in both United States History and World History social 
studies classes.  These two environments have markedly different learning objectives.  
According to the state’s social studies curriculum framework, the scope and sequence of 
U.S. History II is as follows: 
In U.S. History II, students analyze the causes and consequences of the Industrial 
Revolution and America’s growing role in international relations.  Students study 
the goals and accomplishments of the Progressive movement and the New Deal.  
Students also learn about the various factors that led to America’s entry into 
                                                        
2 Because Mr. Roberts teaches at a private denominational school, demographic data are not 
publically available through the State Department of Education. However, the school website 
states that it enrolls over 1,600 students 30% of whom are from urban areas and 16.5% who are 
not White. 
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World War I and World War II as well as the consequences of World War II for 
American life.  Finally, students study the causes and course of the Cold War, 
important economic and political changes during the Cold War, such as the Civil 
Rights movement, and recent events and trends that have shaped modern-day 
America. (p. 8) 
The scope and sequence of World History II is: 
In World History II, students study the rise of the nation state in Europe and the 
economic and political roots of the modern world, including the Industrial 
Revolution, 19th century political reform in Western Europe, and European 
imperialism in Africa, Asia, and South America.  They also examine the causes 
and consequences of the great military and economic events of the past century, 
including World War I, the Great Depression, World War II, the Cold War, the 
Russian and Chinese revolutions, the rise of nationalism, and the continuing 
persistence of political, ethnic, and religious conflict in many parts of the world. 
(p. 8)  
This is particularly salient when introducing the histories of peoples outside the United 
States as U.S. History examines these groups through the lens of American history- 
particularly foreign policy- and World History is ostensibly devoted to their history 
without the content being focused around or filtered through the United States and its 
encounters with the world.  
Data Collection Procedures  
 As this study was solely concerned with discourse analysis, data collection 
  
79
procedures were oriented towards collecting teacher classroom discourse.  While 
discourse may include nonverbal cues and gestures such as body language and 
mannerisms, written text on classroom instructional boards, and other such mediums of 
communication, this study focused exclusively on social studies teachers’ verbal 
communications with students during instructional periods.   
 In order to study teacher discourse, I observed five World History teachers and 
one U.S. History teacher during their instructional periods with students throughout the 
duration of their lessons devoted to covering topics pertaining to Africa and the Middle 
East.  I observed teachers with the same class of students during each data collection 
period.  Even while student discourse was not collected or analyzed, it was important to 
ensure data from teacher discourse were collected consistently under the same set of 
classroom conditions.   
 Data collection included researcher observations as well as audio recordings of 
teachers’ classroom instruction.  Digital voice recorders were used to capture audio data.  
All audio recordings were transcribed prior to coding.  All discursive acts made by 
teachers and students were transcribed although student discourse was excluded from 
analysis. 
 Each teacher was observed during various intervals in the curriculum for the 
duration of their studies on a particular subject.  Since teachers generally have flexibility 
in how they implement the curriculum, the timeframe of each unit varied. Therefore, 
there was a range of observations from six to fifteen lessons per teacher. This range was 
the result of the variations in each class regarding the amount of attention devoted to a 
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particular topic and the pace at which teachers progressed through subject matter.  
 Within a given social studies curriculum unit of study are numerous learning 
standards.  Initially, these standards, rather than textbook chapters or curriculum units, 
served as the basis for determining when teachers would be observed. Learning standards 
were identified as feasible ways to determine when observations would occur because 
they are of a shorter duration than entire curriculum units. For example, in World History 
II, the unit devoted to “Asian, African, and Latin American History in the 19th and Early 
20th Centuries” includes five learning standards, each of which contains numerous 
bulleted topics for study.  In U.S. History II, the unit devoted to “The Cold War Abroad, 
1945-1989” includes four learning standards. Various observation periods were 
purposefully selected according to the subject matter being discussed, as specified by the 
learning standards found in the state’s social studies curricular framework.  Each period 
was intentionally selected to observe teachers when they were discussing peoples in 
Africa or the Middle East.   
 Initially, I intended to observe teachers during lessons dedicated to the topics 
enumerated in the learning standards found in Table 3.4. However, once teachers were 
recruited to participate in this study, it became evident that they focused on different 
topics. During initial meetings with each of the six teacher-participants, they were 
provided with the list of learning standards found in Table 3.3. From there it was 
determined which of these standards most closely resembled the topics about Africa and 
the Middle East found in their classrooms. In many cases, teachers did not rigidly adhere 
to the state curriculum framework and instead taught without explicit reference to the 
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learning standards. The topics introduced by each teacher are found in Table 3.1. In this 
table, the unit names given by the teachers are used to describe the topics and content.  
 
Table 3.3. Data Collection Periods 
Observation Period Learning Standard 
World History II 
Observation Period 1 
Learning Standard 15:  Identify major developments of African 
history in the 19th and early 20th centuries 
World History II 
Observation Period 2 
Learning Standard 19:  Identify the major developments in the 
Middle East and Central Asia before World War II 
World History II 
Observation Period 3 
Learning Standard 38:  Describe the development and goals of 
nationalist movements in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the 
Middle East, including the ideas and importance of national 
leaders 
World History II 
Observation Period 4 
Learning Standard 39:  Explain the background for the 
establishment of the modern state of Israel in 1948, and the 
subsequent military and political conflicts between Israel and the 
Arab world 
World History II 
Observation Period 5 
Learning Standard 47:  Explain the rise and funding of Islamic 
fundamentalism in the last half of the 20th century and identify 
the major events and forces in the Middle East over the last 
several decades 
U.S. History II 
Observation Period 1 
Learning Standard 19:  Analyze the sources and, with a map of 
the world, locate the areas of Cold War conflict between the U.S. 
and the Soviet Union 
U.S. History II 
Observation Period 2 
Learning Standard 33:  Analyze the course and consequences of 
America’s recent diplomatic initiatives 
 
 These observation periods spanned the second half of the 2014-2015 academic 
year. Because of the diversity of topics teachers introduced, these were staggered 
between January and June of the school year. The observation periods spanned a range of 
topics and issues that relate to the histories of African and Middle Eastern populations.  
This diversity of peoples and subject matter studied ensured this study is not restricted to 
one particular instance of potential othering.  
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Data Analysis 
 After collecting and transcribing all the data from the six teacher-participants 
obtained over the course of the observation periods, I moved to the analysis. The analysis 
focused on content of teacher verbal discourse, excluding other modes and styles of 
communication.  Whereas van Dijk (1993) describes argumentation, rhetorical figures, 
lexical style, and story telling, among other measures of discourse and possible sources of 
data, the content that contributes to characterizations of African and Middle Eastern 
peoples was most pertinent to this study. 
 Because this research was concerned with conducting a CDA in order to better 
understand the representation of African and Middle Eastern populations, I employed van 
Leeuwen’s (2008) framework on representing social actors. In this framework, van 
Leeuwen provides structure for analyzing representations of individuals and 
communities. In it, he describes the various ways in which a CDA can deconstruct 
representations to garner an understanding of how portraits of populations are 
constructed. In this framework, van Leeuwen describes the ways in which agency can be 
granted when discourse allows activation and denied through passivation. Additionally, 
van Leeuwen’s framework details the ways in which populations are included or 
excluded through foregrounding, backgrounding, and suppression in representations. 
This framework also provides valuable underpinnings to work that are concerned with the 
characterization of subaltern communities. Its value is in van Leeuwen’s explication of 
categorization and the ways in which classifications are imposed upon social actors when 
represented. Keeping in mind the various ways in which van Leeuwen’s framework 
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assists in understanding the discursive tendencies in representing social actors, it was 
invaluable during the analysis of teachers’ classroom discourse. 
 Even though van Leeuwen (2008) provides a framework for analyzing discursive 
representations of social actors, his work was augmented by scholarship on otherness. 
This is was necessary because the study focused on otherness as a particular form of 
representing social actors.  As such, I conducted analysis that was informed by the 
scholarship on otherness that enumerates the various facets of this social phenomenon.  
Patton (2002) explains, “Developing some manageable classification or coding scheme is 
the first step of analysis.  Without classification there is chaos and confusion” (p. 463).  
The coding scheme for this study recognized that otherness is a multifaceted phenomenon 
of social identification and characterization. For instance, otherness occurs when 
intragroup diversity is denied and populations appear to be monolithic (Hallam & Street, 
2000; Said, 1979, 1994, 1997). Relatedly, traits ascribed to populations when otherness is 
constructed appear to be essential and biological rather than the product of historical 
circumstance (Kastoryano, 2010). Otherness exists when borders are established between 
communities that exaggerate cultural difference (Jordanova, 2000; Pettigrew & Meertens, 
1995). Moreover, the exaggeration of difference between communities also interferes 
with recognition that collective identity is not pure but rather hybridized through the 
diffusion of influences between populations (Bhabha, 2013). Lastly, otherness exists 
when positive emotional associations are reserved for particular communities and not 
extended to others (Brewer, 1999; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). It is with this 
understanding of the constituent features of otherness that I analyzed the data collected in 
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social studies classrooms. All transcriptions were analyzed according to the features 
commonly associated with otherness.  Yet, because this study is concerned with how 
discourse may contribute to or challenge otherness construction, analysis was conducted 
with this in mind.  Table 3.4 introduces the coding scheme in greater detail. 
 
Table 3.4. Otherness Codes 
Code Indicative of Otherness 
Construction 
Indicative of Otherness 
Challenged 
Stereotyping (OS) Negative (N) Positive (P) 
Cultural Differences (CD) Exaggerated (E) Not Exaggerated (NE) 
Cultural Diffusion/Hybridity 
(CDH) 
Minimized (M) Acknowledged (A) 
Emotional Association (EA) Muted (M) Present (P) 
Group Diversity (D) Homogeneous (HO) Heterogeneous (HE) 
Ascription of Traits (AT) Essential (E) Contingent (C) 
 
 Data analysis consisted of examining transcripts from each teacher individually in 
order to develop themes. Because teachers taught numerous topics that dealt with a 
diversity of African and Middle Eastern populations, data was organized around themes 
rather than individual teachers or African and Middle Eastern populations. In this way, 
the analysis is structured with van Leeuwen’s (2008) framework on representing social 
actors and the constituent features of otherness in mind. As teachers contributed to or 
challenged the construction of otherness in their classroom, their discourse was situated 
within appropriate themes. 
Threats to Validity 
 There are certain threats to validity that I remained cognizant of throughout this 
research process from data collection through analysis. In qualitative research such as this 
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study, the researcher is the instrument.  Unlike quantitative research whereby instruments 
are validated, no such mechanism exists for qualitative studies.  This means that the most 
looming potential threat to validity is the researcher.  Patton (2002) explains, “The 
credibility of qualitative methods, therefore, hinges to a great extent on the skill, 
competence, and rigor of the person doing fieldwork” (p. 14).  In order to counteract this 
inherent potential threat to validity in this qualitative study, I regularly kept a research 
journal and reviewed early analysis to ensure consistency throughout the entire process.   
 A second potential threat to validity was for teachers to modify their discursive 
practices due to the presence of a researcher in the classroom.  As a researcher, I was an 
outsider in the classroom community.  There is always a concern that my presence may 
interfere with practices and behaviors typical in a classroom when it is not the site of a 
research study.  While there is no way to completely resolve this potential threat to 
validity, it was minimized by meeting with teachers in advance of initial observations. 
Additionally, due to the prolonged nature of my observation periods, the novelty of my 
presence in the classroom seemed to dissipate over time.   
Limitations 
 This study is limited in that is seeks to study the discourse of social studies 
teachers without examining the discursive interactions between teachers and students.  
This precludes a meaningful understanding of the co-construction and negotiation of 
knowledge as it transpires in the verbal exchanges between all active members of a 
classroom learning community. However, even though student discourse was not 
analyzed in the study, teacher discourse is presented in the context of classroom 
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exchanges. Future research will have to be devoted to developing a more holistic 
understanding of discourse in social studies classrooms that is considerate of the 
exchanges between students and teachers.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 In this chapter, I present the findings of this research study. The chapter begins 
with brief descriptions of the salient findings particular to each teacher. These are 
succinct presentations meant to provide a foundation that informs the thematic 
organization of the chapter. This initial concise analysis examines each teacher 
individually, illustrating the particularities found within each participant’s discourse.  
 After providing these summaries of each teacher, I next describe the historical 
narratives the six teachers introduced in their classrooms when introducing topics 
germane to the study of Africa and the Middle East. From there, I discuss the issues of 
exclusion and agency of African and Middle Eastern populations in these narratives. By 
devoting attention to the narratives found in classrooms and the manner in which teachers 
situated African and Middle Eastern peoples within them, I establish a foundation for 
appreciating otherness as it was constructed and challenged.  
 With this foundation, I then discuss the thematic findings that more directly 
pertain to otherness. I begin by introducing the classifications teachers employed when 
portraying populations. Classifications are an extension of the narratives teachers 
selected. Because of the tendency to privilege certain perspectives and favor particular 
narratives, classifications teachers employed when discussing African and Middle 
Eastern peoples were shaped by these narratives. This influenced the ways in which 
otherness was or was not made manifest in teacher classroom discourse.  
 Next, I disaggregate various features of otherness and discuss intragroup 
diversity, ascription of traits, cultural difference, cultural diffusion and hybridity, and 
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emotional associations ascribed to the various peoples teachers introduced in their 
classrooms. As otherness is a result of the way representations address these features, it is 
important to deconstruct teachers’ discourse in order to examine each feature of 
otherness. It is through this framework that this chapter progresses.  
Summaries of Teachers’ Discourses 
 There was a spectrum of othering that manifested itself in the classroom discourse 
of the six teachers who participated in this study. The observed teacher discourse did not 
fit neatly into a binary categorization between those who represented African and Middle 
Eastern populations as others and those who did not. Moreover, within classrooms, 
teachers introduced an array of historical topics. Due to this, there were a wide variety of 
African and Middle Eastern populations introduced in classroom discourse. While 
teachers such as Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healy, and Mr. Roberts all devoted their attention on 
one particular historical topic, Ms. Simpson, Mr. Valun, and Mr. Wheaton were observed 
during units that were more expansive in scope. In each of these classrooms, the teachers 
did not consistently reinforce or challenge depictions of otherness. There were teachers 
that more regularly challenged otherness and teachers that more often constructed 
representations that engendered otherness. However, no teacher absolutely adhered to 
either tendency. Instead, their discourses were fluid, allowing for nuanced depictions of 
various African and Middle Eastern populations to be developed. These depictions often 
were replete with features that portrayed populations in substantive and multidimensional 
manners while also subtly allowing for otherness. In the following summaries of each 
teacher’s discourse, the particularities of each teacher will be discussed. These summaries 
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are followed by thematic analysis wherein the brief descriptions of each teacher are fully 
developed and accompanied by excerpts from discourse that exemplifies each theme.  
Ms. Simpson 
 Ms. Simpson was observed in her World History class while teaching about 
Africa during her unit on Genocide and the Middle East on a unit devoted to the Modern 
Middle East. During these units, Ms. Simpson often provided a framework to critically 
investigate historical knowledge and depictions of subaltern communities. She often 
reminded students that historical knowledge is constructed and that it can be studied from 
various perspectives. This meant that Ms. Simpson repeatedly reminded students that 
history is often given a plot, structure, and meaning by those who study it. In the case of 
the Middle East, she disclosed to students that the names ascribed to historical narratives 
are often the product of a subjective understanding of the past. This was particularly 
pronounced when she had students contemplate the implications of naming the war 
between Israeli Jews and Arabs between 1947-1949 the “Israeli War of Independence” or 
“al-Nakba.” However, Ms. Simpson favored narratives of conflict and deteriorating 
intergroup relations. Through these narratives the possibilities for classifying populations 
were limited. Because of these narratives, populations were often discussed within the 
parameters of victim-victimizer and aggressor-defender binaries. These often disallowed 
other possible representations that did not confine understanding to narratives of conflict.  
 Relatedly, Ms. Simpson also openly discussed collective identity as a social 
construct. She repeatedly and explicitly offered students this understanding when 
discussing racial classifications in Africa. By introducing identity as something that is 
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constructed rather than biologically and immutably true, Ms. Simpson established an 
intellectual space in her classroom to challenge otherness. This was particularly 
pronounced when she examined presumptions of African inferiority held by European 
imperialists and, also, when discussing Islamophobia. In both these instances, Ms. 
Simpson explained that perceptions of these populations were informed by 
misconceptions and stereotypes. Through this discourse, Ms. Simpson not only produced 
representations that challenged otherness but also commented openly on historical 
examples of reductive characterizations of communities that have allowed for otherness 
to persist.  
 Ms. Simpson’s classroom discourse often challenged but did, occasionally, 
introduce descriptions that promoted otherness. Ms. Simpson often provided students 
with lengthy descriptions of diversity throughout Africa and the Middle East thereby 
challenging notions of demographic homogeneity in these regions. For instance, when 
discussing the Middle East, Ms. Simpson noted to students the various ethnic, religious, 
and linguistic communities inhabiting the region therefore discussing it in terms of 
pluralism. However, Ms. Simpson often only tacitly, rather than substantively, discussed 
these diverse populations. Her lessons often dealt with small minorities involved in 
terrorism or violent action and brief disclaimers that not all members of a particular 
community endorse, promote, or engage in terrorism or violence. For instance, when 
discussing jihad, Ms. Simpson noted to students that groups such as al-Qaeda and the 
Mujahedeen in Afghanistan subscribed to an interpretation that diverged from more 
commonplace understandings espoused by the majority of Muslims. Yet, Ms. Simpson 
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devoted multiple lessons to these ostensibly radical interpretations without offering 
commensurate time to other interpretations of jihad beyond a brief disclaimer. While Ms. 
Simpson often discussed historical examples of otherness and used her discourse to 
undermine some of the underpinnings of otherness, her representations of Africans and 
Middle Eastern populations were not without instances that perpetuated this type of 
portrayal. 
Mr. Valun 
 Mr. Valun was observed in his World History when teaching lessons on the 
Golden Age of Islam, various African kingdoms, European imperialism in Africa, and 
nationalism in Africa. Mr. Valun discussed with students the different perspectives 
through which history may be studied. He often referred to bias in historical 
understanding. However, when naming historical periods, he did so in a manner that 
closed alternative interpretations of the past. For instance, Mr. Valun discussed “golden 
ages,” particularly that of Islam and various African kingdoms. The framing of these 
golden age narratives underscored the cultural contributions to emerge from African and 
Muslim populations. Mr. Valun often emphasized the global implications of these golden 
ages and the lasting legacies that have had far-reaching consequences for peoples 
throughout the world. While Mr. Valun closed other counter-narratives at certain times, 
precluding countervailing historical interpretations and portrayals of African and Middle 
Eastern populations, the narratives that he introduced tended to focus on the cultural 
bounty and lasting legacies of populations that in other classrooms often were presented 
in the context of conflict. 
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 Mr. Valun challenged representations of otherness in a variety of manners. 
Building on his discussions of bias in history, he presented students with various 
examples of perceptions of African and Middle Eastern populations that cast them as 
inferior to Europeans. This occurred during his lessons dedicated to the study of 
imperialism and colonialism. During these lessons, Mr. Valun discussed paternalism and 
Orientalism as ways of representing and ostensibly understanding populations as inferior 
and primitive. Mr. Valun introduced these as ethnocentric forms of knowledge that 
undergirded imperialistic machinations. Additionally, Mr. Valun emphasized intragroup 
diversity to reveal the pluralistic identities within various communities. During his 
lessons on imperialism in Africa, he discussed the different tribal and ethnic affiliations 
among African peoples that were neglected by European imperialists. In doing so, Mr. 
Valun both affirmed the diversity across Africa while also broaching a conversation 
about the ways this had historically been absent in the ways Africans were depicted.  
 Mr. Valun’s discourse challenged depictions of otherness by regularly 
emphasizing the cultural continuity between populations and the cultural hybridity found 
in the world brought on by intergroup relations. Otherness persists when the boundaries 
between populations appear to be fixed and group identities are discrete and dissimilar. 
Mr. Valun countered this perception by minimizing cultural differences between 
populations and identifying similarities. For instance, Mr. Valun often discussed Muslims 
in the context of the Abrahamic traditions. This offers a more inclusive framework to 
understand Muslims than would have been the case had he discussed Judeo-Christian 
values, which renders Muslims discrete from this broader monotheistic community. 
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Moreover, through discussions of Muslim preservation of scholarship from Antiquity, 
Mr. Valun also introduced the cultural appropriation and melding that has existed 
between communities throughout history. While not entirely devoid of instances wherein 
otherness arose in his discourse, Mr. Valun did often challenge otherness through the 
selection of narratives that spoke to harmonious intergroup relations through which he 
represented African and Middle Eastern populations as dynamic, pluralistic, and 
culturally bound to other populations across the globe. 
Mr. Wheaton 
 Mr. Wheaton was observed during his Advanced Placement United States History 
class during units including the Cold War, the Triumph of Conservatism, and September 
11th and the Next American Century. Within these more expansive units were topics that 
dealt with various topics in Middle Eastern history whereby Mr. Wheaton discussed Iran, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Israel. Mr. Wheaton introduced historical narratives with singular 
truth, closing other potential alternative forms of understanding. This was evident in the 
names of historical events. For instance, in the context of the Middle East, he routinely 
referred to conflicts by names associated with dominant Israeli perspectives without 
mentioning names recognized by Palestinians for the same series of events. In this 
respect, Mr. Wheaton’s discourse was punctuated with declarations, often perpetuating 
representations of otherness when discussing various Middle Eastern communities. 
 Mr. Wheaton often characterized populations throughout the Middle East in a 
manner that contributed to otherness. This was accomplished through the use of multiple 
general statements applied broadly to the inhabitants of the region without specifying 
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particular examples. For instance, Mr. Wheaton made reference to perceived deficiencies 
in the Middle East that prohibited the populace’s acceptance of democracy and free 
market capitalism in the region. In making such comments, Mr. Wheaton ascribed 
essential traits to the peoples of the Middle East that were not introduced as being 
contingent upon historical circumstances or reflected by particular communities. 
Moreover, this tendency towards depicting the region’s inhabitants as monolithic and 
possessing innate deficiencies, Mr. Wheaton also bifurcated civilizations by categorizing 
various populations across the globe as “developed” or “developing” and “Western” or 
“Islamic.” In doing so, Mr. Wheaton depicted the Middle East as entirely culturally 
remote from other peoples across the globe and exaggerated cultural differences and 
minimized any explicit acknowledgement of cultural diffusion and influence between 
communities.  
Ms. Marshall 
 Ms. Marshall was observed during lessons dedicated to the study of the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict in her Modern World History course. Ms. Marshall emphasized the 
importance of appreciating perspectives in studying history. Throughout her unit, Ms. 
Marshall often reminded students that this particular conflict could be understood through 
Israeli and Palestinian perspectives. She devoted much of the unit to comparing different 
narratives, evaluating the names associated with historical events, and scrutinizing the 
general language featured in each narrative. For instance, when describing the 1967 
conflict and Israel’s acquisition of various territories previously under Egyptian, 
Jordanian, and Syrian governance, Ms. Marshall juxtaposed language in different 
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narratives and explained the different connotations behind words such as “seizes” and 
“takes control.”  
 Throughout the unit, Ms. Marshall’s emphasis on the importance of perspectives 
in historical interpretation both challenged and subtly contributed to representing Israelis 
and Palestinians as others. When emphasizing the legitimacy of various contending 
narratives in historical study, Ms. Marshall repeatedly reminded students that absolute 
understandings of the past do not exist. This opened her discussions with students to 
conversations about subjectivities and bias. However, while consistently discussing the 
importance of being able to recognize the existence of other interpretations in historical 
study, Ms. Marshall presented Israeli and Palestinian populations as monolithic 
communities within narratives. She often established binaries between “Israeli” and 
“Palestinian” narratives. Within these narratives, she did not demonstrate diversity among 
Israeli and Palestinian communities. Additionally, her emphasis on two dominant 
narratives presumed a consensus existed regarding historical understanding within these 
two communities. By emphasizing the ostensibly mainstream historical interpretations 
held within Israeli and Palestinian societies, Ms. Marshall’s discourse was absent of any 
substantive acknowledgement of intragroup diversity. 
 Certain features of Ms. Marshall’s classroom discourse simultaneously dispelled 
and contributed to representations of otherness. For instance, by framing the study of 
Israelis and Palestinians in the context of conflict, Ms. Marshall’s classifications were 
confined to victim-victimizer and aggressor-defender binaries. This restricted 
understanding of Israelis and Palestinians to their involvement in an unresolved 
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geopolitical reality. However, through this narrative of conflict, Ms. Marshall established 
emotional associations with either population by emphasizing instances when either 
population had suffered. Relatedly, Ms. Marshall often avoided appraising the actions of 
either population when resorting to violence. She did this by explaining that people who 
employ violent tactics can be perceived “terrorists” or “nationalists” depending on one’s 
allegiances. Through this distinction, Ms. Marshall avoided representations that 
definitively categorized Israelis and Palestinians but, rather, allowed for open 
interpretation. 
Mr. Healey 
 Mr. Healey was observed in his Modern World History class during a unit on the 
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. Mr. Healey made frequent comments to students about the 
undesirability of the Middle East as a vacation destination, stating that it was not a region 
many people care to visit. Moreover, he emphasized the degree to which violence was 
definitive of life in this region. Therefore, associations with conflict were strongly 
reinforced through Mr. Healey’s discourse. Even while often focusing on the need to 
understand different perspectives when studying the Middle East, Mr. Healey often spoke 
of unified regional perspectives. For example, he explained to students that there are 
“American” and “Middle Eastern” views on this conflict. Such a framework bifurcated 
understandings between West and East and promoted a sense of regional consensus 
within the United States and the Middle East regarding the conflict that were opposite 
and mutually exclusive. This was also reiterated when describing Israeli and Palestinian 
views of the conflict that did not factor in the diversity of voices from within either 
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community. 
 Mr. Healey often spoke of the Middle East in ways that perpetuated perceptions 
of otherness while also challenging it at certain moments. Israeli Jews and Palestinians 
were both described as populations who had historically endured suffering while also 
victimizing other populations. Mr. Healey detailed the events of the Holocaust and 
Jewish persecution in Europe while later describing the occupation of the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, effectively classifying Jews as a population that had been passive and active 
agents of suffering during different historical periods. Regarding Palestinians, Mr. Healey 
emphasized the “second-class” status they Palestinians have in Israel, underscoring the 
disparities in power and rights. However, he also called attention to the use of violence 
by Palestinian organizations and, in doing so, cast Palestinians as victimizers of Israelis. 
These classifications were the result of Mr. Healey’s tendency to discuss Israeli and 
Palestinian history through the lens of conflict, which he described as intractable. Mr. 
Healey did not explicitly declare any group or action to be terroristic. Instead, for 
example, he explained to students that the Palestinian Liberation Organization is often 
understood as a terrorist group from an “American” perspective. This emphasis on 
perspectives allowed Mr. Healey to navigate through different perceptions of the conflict 
and in the process representing either population according to different stances.  
Mr. Roberts  
 Mr. Roberts was observed in his World History class while discussing a unit on 
Apartheid in South Africa. Throughout the observed classes, Mr. Roberts introduced 
colonialism in South Africa, the Anti-Apartheid Movement, and life in South Africa after 
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the dissolution of apartheid. Mr. Roberts presented one narrative of this era in South 
African history and ascribe names to certain salient events without consideration of other 
possible narratives or names for events. The narrative Mr. Roberts described throughout 
the unit was one that depicted Black South Africans as victims of oppression and 
maltreatment. This framework allowed Mr. Roberts to describe Black South Africans as a 
community justified in its movement towards equality. Relatedly, Mr. Roberts depicted 
White South Africans as oppressors and preoccupied with maintaining its empowered 
status.  
 Mr. Roberts’ discourse often tended to describe Black South Africans in 
sympathetic terms and Whites more critically. Moreover, Mr. Roberts’ explanations of 
apartheid engendered an emotional association with the victimization of Black South 
Africans. In doing so, he challenged otherness as otherness is constructed when such 
emotional associations are absent in discourse. Regarding the agency Mr. Roberts 
ascribed to Black and White South Africans, Mr. Roberts often positioned Blacks as 
passively receiving the active agency of Whites who employed legal and violent means to 
maintain apartheid. When he did depict Black South Africans as being active agents it 
was as activists and reformers seeking equality. Moreover, Mr. Roberts relied on 
comparisons between segregation and racism in the United States and the establishment 
of Native American reservations. These comparisons established connections between the 
historical treatment of African American and Native American communities with that of 
Black South Africans. Mr. Roberts minimized differences between South Africa and the 
United States through these parallels. While often presenting White and Black South 
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Africans as homogeneous communities, Mr. Roberts’s discourse was often sympathetic 
to the plight of Black South Africans. 
Narrative Selections 
 The teachers in the study taught a wide range of topics pertaining to Africa and 
the Middle East and, in doing so, relied on a variety of narratives. In many cases, teachers 
conceded to students that no definitive historical account exits but rather history is 
understood through manifold interpretations. The teachers accomplished this in many 
ways. For instance, Mr. Valun explained to students that there is the problem of selecting 
facts and historical episodes. He used this to explain that certain stories are privileged and 
others are displaced. Relatedly, Ms. Simpson prefaced topics by explaining that certain 
“before, during, and after” structures are imposed on the past to make accounts 
intelligible. She did this while explaining to students that these structures are sometimes 
unfortunate because there are other ways of understanding history. In her lecture to 
students, she explained that decisions have to be made regarding how to present a 
narrative even at the expense of introducing alternative possibilities. Another reoccurring 
explication of historical study introduced to students in classroom discourse was the 
importance of perspective in historical understanding. Moreover, the teachers tended to 
offer many caveats regarding the constructed nature of historical narratives and, in doing 
so, used classroom discourse to problematize historical understanding as something other 
than neutral, objective, and singular. Even still this was not necessarily consistent within 
or across classrooms. At times, teachers tended to present an epistemological 
understanding of history that emphasized a purportedly self-evident sense of historical 
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understanding. This entailed presenting names of periods in a closed manner without 
introducing students to the implicit assumptions and perspectives that result in the 
ascription of names to certain episodes. Appreciating the teachers’ conceptions of history, 
as they disclosed to students during their lessons on Africa and the Middle East, 
establishes a foundation for understanding the ways in which they represented African 
and Middle Eastern populations. 
Teacher Discourse that Problematizes Historical Knowledge 
 As teachers introduced students to the constructed nature of historical knowledge, 
they sometimes questioned the reliability of narratives. For instance, when weighing the 
merits and drawbacks of oral and written transmission of knowledge, Mr. Valun posed to 
his entire class, “How can we deal with the fact that we can’t always trust oral or written 
sources? How can we know anything for sure about the past?” Additionally, Mr. Valun 
emphasized the problematic nature of selection, emphasis, and pronouncement of certain 
information in historical narratives. His discourse was punctuated with repeated 
reminders of the tendency for one’s own identity and background to inform historical 
accounts, thereby interfering with objectivity and neutrality of history. For instance, when 
discussing the Golden Age of Islam he asked students,  
Should we judge Renaissance Italy on the wars that they won or on the art that 
came out of, that Leonardo da Vinci created or should we judge Medieval Islam 
based on the wars that they won or on the calligraphy that they created or on the 
architecture they created? Should we judge America based on the art that, you 
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know, American artists have put into the Museum of Fine Art or on the wars that 
we've won? 
Here, Mr. Valun’s question speaks to the decisions made by those who study history to 
emphasize or deemphasize features of a given society’s accomplishments and 
controversies in order to establish either sympathetic or critical opinions of a population 
at certain historical junctures. His juxtaposition of Renaissance Italy, the United States, 
and early Islamic Empires offered a cross-cultural comparison to make this concept of 
selection and emphasis in history more concrete.  
 Mr. Valun used his lessons on the Golden Age of Islam to provide students with a 
glimpse of the contingent nature of historical understanding based on the decisions made 
to preference conflict or cultural production as two modes of assessing and appreciating a 
given society. He offered an explanation of the ways narratives can be shaped and how 
selecting certain facts may illuminate or conceal contending forms of knowledge. This 
perception of historians’ tendency to be more apologetic towards one’s own perceived 
communities is an undertone that informs Mr. Valun’s treatment of African and Middle 
Eastern populations across lessons. 
 Relatedly, Ms. Simpson also demonstrated an awareness of some of the 
contingencies in historical study that may disallow objectivity. She introduced students to 
the subjectivities inherent in structures imposed upon the past to provide order that are 
not naturally occurring frameworks. For instance, in her opening remarks to students 
before commencing her lecture on the genocide in Rwanda she explained,  
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I’m gonna divide this lecture in three parts and I’m gonna follow the very 
unfortunate convention that lots of historians follow which is just put Rwanda into 
basically pre-White people, during-White people and after-White people. That’s 
like not necessarily the way you want your history but it’s the way I’m going to 
divide this lecture. 
In revealing to students her decision to introduce a history of the Rwandan Genocide that 
began with “pre-White people,” “during-White people,” and “after-White people,” Ms. 
Simpson used her time with students in the classroom to elucidate the influence of 
culturally-bounded norms of understanding the past that provide a semblance of order. 
Her disclaimer that this is “not necessarily the way you want your history” introduces the 
tenuousness of certain chronologies. Ms. Simpson explicitly stated that her narrative 
framework precludes alternative narratives. Therefore, in her discourse of the Rwandan 
Genocide, Ms. Simpson evaluated the limitations of the very narrative she had selected. 
Ms. Simpson’s discourse revealed awareness that historical events are reanimated and she 
emphasized ambiguity and the value-laden experience of producing history. 
 Identifying the problem of emplotment in narratives. Teachers disclosed to 
students manifold ways in which historical knowledge is subjective. The issue of 
narrative emplotment being tied to the perspective of those constructing historical 
narratives was a current of thought that many of the teachers emphasized repeatedly 
regardless of the topic of study. In Mr. Valun’s classroom, he referred to this as bias. In 
an exchange with students during a lesson on the Kingdom of Ghana after the class had 
completed a jigsaw activity, Mr. Valun stated, “what we’re talking about here is bias, 
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right. We’re talking about the bias of the people who make history.” For Mr. Valun, the 
plot of a narrative extends from communal biases. He later returned to this concept of 
bias informing perceptions of the past during a lesson on the Crusades. The focal point of 
this lesson was the relationship between identity, bias, and judgments of the past. After 
having multiple students describe their understanding of this connection, Mr. Valun 
provided the class with his understanding of this interplay, stating, “identity, like who 
you are can affect your bias and can give you a bias. You can be biased towards your 
society, your culture and most people are in fact biased towards their own culture or 
society.” From this understanding of history, the knowledge of the discipline does not 
arrive at an unimpeachable truth. Instead, it is filtered through the lens of collective 
identity. Plot and identity are inseparable. These examples attest to Mr. Valun’s repeated 
disclosures to students that historical knowledge is not always disentangled from the 
subjectivities of self-perception. Instead, it is the product of a group’s understanding of 
itself and in turn can further promote that self-perception. This group understanding is 
instrumental in determining the plot of a give historical narrative. 
 Ms. Simpson’s discourse was also replete with numerous reminders to students 
that history is developed in relation to collective identity. During a lecture on the Interwar 
Period in Palestine and the advent of Jewish and Arab militias, she stated,  
Another notable effect of the Arab Revolt is that since the '20s a lot of the Jewish 
settlers in Palestine have been organizing some militias. Depending on how you 
see it, either to defend themselves from hostility from the surrounding Arabs or to 
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be aggressive and take over more land. There's obviously conflicting perspectives 
on this. 
Her caveat “depending on how you see it” is a reminder to students that conclusions 
regarding group behavior are not always definitive but are reached through perspectives 
that often originate through notions of collective identity. Ms. Simpson provided students 
with two potential emplotments that could be integrated into a historical narrative in 
order to ascribe meaning to historical events. In doing so, she explicitly states the 
potential for narratives to frame the same events with markedly different plots and, by 
extension, interpretations. 
 Identifying the problem of dominant perspectives. There was also a tendency 
across classrooms among some of the teachers to explain to students that of the manifold 
perspectives available only certain ones come to dominate historical understanding. In 
Ms. Marshall’s class, when discussing the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, she asked her class 
to consider the hegemonic perspective that informed their studies of world history across 
the academic year. She began by asking, “Up until now, the vast majority of the history 
that we’ve talked about in class, we have talked about from a certain perspective, right? 
What perspective do you think that is?” After a brief discussion whereby students posited 
what that perspective may be, Ms. Marshall explained that the one that tended to dictate 
their understanding of world history was from a European perspective. She then ended 
this conversation by explaining why Europe was favored when stating, “Because they 
won and because they have been what? Successful.” This idea of a dominant perspective 
undergirding a World History class’s discussions parallels the statement made by Mr. 
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Healey in his unit on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict when he explained to his class 
during a lecture, 
I've only told you that we need to be mindful that this is a world history class, not 
a U.S. history class so our perspectives and our opinions that we have already 
coming into this class are based off of being an American... But let's look at it 
through the lens of the Egyptians or the Syrians or any other Arab, the Arab 
community, right… Think about it from the Jewish perspective. 
In this instance, unlike Ms. Marshall who asked students to critically examine the 
unstated European perspective of the class’s world history studies, Mr. Healey explicitly 
asked students to be mindful of their “American” perspective.  
 Cognizant that certain perspectives come to dominate historical understanding, 
Ms. Simpson offered students an outlet to study the contemporary Middle East in a 
manner that transcended this mode. This was done during lessons on the events of 
September 11, 2001 and the War on Terror. During these lessons, Ms. Simpson broached 
the subject by exposing students to the perspective of Osama bin Laden and the 
perpetrators of the attacks. She did this by having students read excerpts from Osama bin 
Laden’s writings. Before asking students to read independently, she justified the lesson 
by stating, “We’re going to do something somewhat unconventional I think in the scope 
of how Americans teach this.” By framing the introduction of Osama bin Laden’s 
writings in the class’s study of September 11th, Ms. Simpson declared to students that this 
was “unconventional,” implying that this is an often neglected way of familiarizing one’s 
self with this historical episode. Yet, unlike Mr. Healey who asked students to look at the 
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Middle East from various Arab and Jewish standpoints without a particular end in mind, 
Ms. Simpson was inclusive without endorsing or being sympathetic to this particular 
view. She emphasized,  
Although I suspect you would have figured this out even if I didn’t say anything 
that you're going to spend a lot of time with Osama bin Laden's actual words 
today… I'm not giving you those words to endorse them. I'm giving you those 
words because I think it's very, very important that you understand a bunch of 
different perspectives on this story. 
As these teachers called attention to certain dominant perspectives of the past, they 
exposed students to countervailing narratives. By broaching the issue of historical 
understanding, teachers exposed how voice is sometimes inequitably afforded to certain 
groups and denied to others. They also used their discourse to offer students a sense of 
the ways historical understanding is structured to privilege and displace various 
perspectives. However, teachers did not necessarily ask students to place a higher value 
on one version of the past over another. Instead, they deconstructed the discipline to 
expose its inner workings. These discursive acts served as an underpinning to their 
treatment of African and Middle Eastern histories and representations of these 
populations in a way that spoke to the difficulties of arriving at definitive historical truth. 
 Identifying the problem of naming the past. Teachers also disclosed to students 
the challenges in naming historical events and how this factors into the contingent nature 
of historical knowledge. Ms. Marshall explicitly informed students that the descriptors 
ascribed to narratives or historical actors are imbued with meaning not always 
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immediately perceptible. She accomplished this by introducing students to the 
contentiousness of names given to events in the Middle East, speaking to the value-laden 
nature of naming. For instance, after students read two different narratives of the 1947-
1949 conflict, Ms. Marshall described to her class the reason for the discrepancy in 
names used to describe the conflict in either document when stating, 
We talked in your intro assignment about calling wars different names when we 
look at whose point of view the name is from. For the Israelis, this is the War of 
Independence... For the Palestinians, it's The Catastrophe. 
Ms. Simpson’s discussion of the Middle East paralleled that of Ms. Marshall. When 
lecturing on the end of the British Mandate, Ms. Simpson explained to students,  
So the relatively neutral terms to use are the First Arab-Israeli War… Many 
people who are sympathetic to the Israeli side of the dispute call it the Israeli War 
of Independence. Many people who are sympathetic to the Palestinian-Arab side 
of this dispute refer to the entire creation of Israel as al-Nakba, which means The 
Catastrophe. 
In these similar examples, both teachers opened students to the possibility for drastically 
different interpretations of the past based on the descriptors assigned to certain episodes. 
 These disclaimers to students about the possibility for language to alter historical 
understanding permeated multiple lessons. Teachers also deconstructed the verbs used in 
contending narratives to explain to students the subtext of statements that may have 
appeared to be innocuous. Regarding the 1967 War in the Middle East, Ms. Marshall had 
students weigh the implications of referring to Israel’s actions as “taking control” or 
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“seizing” of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, Golan Heights, and the Gaza Strip. She 
asked the class, “I want you to see this, ‘takes control’ versus ‘seizes.’ Are those words 
different?” In a later lesson on Israeli-Palestinian relations, she reminded students at the 
beginning of the lesson, “So the last thing we saw yesterday, pictures of the separation 
wall which the Palestinians might call the Apartheid wall.” In unpacking historical 
narratives to the point of verb and noun selection, Ms. Marshall articulated the depths to 
which she considered historical narratives to be replete with implicit assumptions about 
the past that students need to discern by critically examining narratives. 
 Identifying the problem of abridging the past. Related to discussions regarding 
the unreliability of historical narratives to capture and convey an absolute truth of the 
past, some of the teachers also offered apologies to students for presenting abridged 
accounts due to constraints that prevented more nuanced and substantive renditions from 
being explored. Ms. Marshall conceded this to students during a PowerPoint presentation 
wherein she discussed the Camp David Accords between Israel and Egypt before turning 
to the First Palestinian Intifada in the late 1980s. During this lecture, Ms. Marshall was 
unable to devote any attention to developments in the Middle East in the intervening 
years and explained this to students when stating, “Alright, so, obviously, guys, things 
occurred between 1980 and 1987. It wasn’t like everybody went to sleep for seven years 
but given the time that we have, we’re sort of hitting highlights.”  
 The perceived need to compress certain narratives due to time constraints was 
marked in other classrooms as well. For instance, when discussing the disparities between 
the current economic and political stability of some African countries today with the 
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wealth enjoyed by the African kingdoms being studied, Mr. Valun offered an answer that 
he admitted might have been reductive. After showing students political cartoons 
displaying the exploitation of Africa by European imperialists, Mr. Valun explained, 
“Somebody asked me why… is Africa so poor now. The short answer… is colonialism 
and imperialism.” Without being able to develop a more multifaceted response, Mr. 
Valun was explicit in informing his students that the default response of “colonialism and 
imperialism” as being responsible for contemporary African conditions was a distillation 
of an otherwise more robust explanation.  
 This differs from Ms. Simpson’s approach to teaching the history of the Rwandan 
Genocide. She urged students to avoid reductive conclusions and to challenge facile 
answers when stating towards the end of her lecture, “I hope you will realize that the 
story is a little bit more complicated than just the White people came and everything 
changed, it was their fault.” Here she is explaining to students that establishing causality 
in the Rwandan Genocide entails more than stating that European intervention is a 
sufficient explanation.  
 Ms. Simpson made apologetic remarks to student about condensing and 
abbreviating narratives regularly across curricular topics. In her unit on the Middle East, 
she prefaced a lesson on Iran by stating, “I’m going to give you a really incomplete 
history of what happens with Iran after the arrival of Westerners, that’s obviously a very 
incomplete history.” Even still, Ms. Simpson’s remarks about shortened accounts did not 
always pertain to her feeling encumbered by time constraints. She also commented to 
students that her class allowed for “big picture” understandings at the expense of more 
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complex expertise being cultivated over the course of study. This was notable in a lesson 
on the Arab-Israeli Conflict when she explained, 
I'm not going to pretend that you will fully understand every single thing that has 
happened between the Arabs and the Israelis in the conflict since 1948. You're not 
going to go away with a complete unadulterated understanding of that at the end 
of this class... I do want you to get a sense of what big things start erupting in this 
conflict. 
Regardless of time constraints or the fact that courses only afforded students with an 
overview of a topic, these teachers often prefaced or concluded lessons with statements 
that served as reminders that comprehensive history would not be introduced or 
appreciated by the end of a lesson or unit. 
Teacher Discourse that Accepts Objectivity 
 Naming the past. In contradistinction to these teachers’ repeated critical 
interrogation of narratives with students was the tendency to present historical knowledge 
as if it were not contingent upon mediating influences. Mr. Wheaton most often 
introduced historical narratives as closed by not scrutinizing the names ascribed to events 
or eras. For instance, during a whole class discussion, Mr. Wheaton stated, “The war 
between Israel, Egypt, and Syria… In 1973, that is known as the Yom Kippur War.” 
Again, in a later lecture, Mr. Wheaton stated, 
This is the war that involves Britain, France, and Israel against Egypt… This will 
be called the Suez Crisis. So this is another war that takes place. This is over the 
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Suez Canal... There is another war in 1967 and that war in 1967 is regarded as the 
Six Day War. 
While these names are widely used and accepted, there are others that speak to Arab and 
other perspectives that were not broached. When ascribing names, Mr. Wheaton did not 
entertain counter-narratives. This was unlike other teachers who were more willing to 
consider the implications of naming on historical understanding. Mr. Wheaton’s 
discourse provided insight into a different understanding of historical knowledge that was 
not premised on unearthing subtle underpinnings to constructed narratives. Mr. Wheaton 
often made declarative statements about the names of events or the titles given to 
historical periods without offering caveats about perspective or bias. This tendency to 
posit a definitive name precluded other interpretations from being studied in this class. 
 Mr. Valun and Mr. Roberts also contributed to this tendency to assign names of 
historical episodes or eras without offering caveats to students about the existence of 
alternatives. They did so by emphasizing names that spoke to perspectives of African and 
Middle Eastern populations in question in their respective classrooms. For instance, in a 
unit on Apartheid in South Africa, Mr. Roberts made repeated references to the Mineral 
Rebellion that preceded the protracted struggle for racial equality. In Mr. Valun’s case, he 
named a unit on Islam “The Golden Age of Islam.” In doing so, these teachers closed 
their classroom discourse to renditions that could have undermined such names and the 
meanings embedded within. This purportedly innocuous act of naming historical events 
allowed for a particular understanding of the past to be the normative one in their 
respective classrooms at the expense of other contending narratives. 
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Intergroup Relations Narratives 
 Teachers differed in their openness to students about the nature of historical 
knowledge. However, certain types of narratives still dominated lesson on Africa and the 
Middle East. Even when teachers disclosed that historical knowledge is constructed and 
multiple interpretations exist, when introducing topics pertaining to Africa and the 
Middle East there was a tendency to privilege certain narratives.  
 Most frequently, teachers presented narratives of intergroup relations. Often, the 
salient thread in these narratives was foreign intervention in Africa or the Middle East. 
These accounts tended to concentrate on European or American interventions during 
imperial, colonial, or military incursions. Sub-narratives within these frameworks of 
intergroup relations and intervention were trade, conflict, persecution, anti-colonialism, 
and peace and reconciliation.  
 As a counterbalance to the conflict and persecution narratives, there were lessons 
that offered accounts of more harmonious relations. In Mr. Valun’s discourse, he referred 
to these as “golden ages.” The counter-narratives offered by units on the Golden Age of 
Islam and the wealth of African empires allowed for various African and Middle Eastern 
peoples to be studied as historical agents defined outside of their role in the conflicts and 
strife.  
 While not a strict dichotomy, there was a tension within and across classrooms to 
emphasize intergroup conflict and cultural contribution as the two dominant types of 
stories taught about Africa and the Middle East. Narratives of intergroup relations found 
in teacher-participants’ classrooms often emphasized the deterioration of relations but 
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there were lessons devoted to more productive forms of intergroup contact.  
 Trade Narratives. In Mr. Valun’s classroom, he used trade and the exchange of 
goods and ideas as a narrative arc. When discussing the Golden Age of Islam, he focused 
on the trade that connected broad swaths of territory across Asia and Africa. During a 
lesson whereby Mr. Valun had students practicing their map reading skills by following 
trade routes taken by Muslim merchants, he explained,  
Here's Mecca and you see that these trade routes that pass through Mecca connect 
Mecca to Europe, to the rest of Asia, to Africa, down to India, across the 
Mediterranean, across the Arabian Sea. So this was the network of trade routes.  
Also in the same lesson when providing students with instructions for reading the map 
and plotting a course, Mr. Valun explained, 
You guys have the silk, you've got the spices, you've got the incense. In Ghana 
they've got the gold and the salt. They want your silk and they want your incense 
but you want their gold and you want their salt more than they want your stuff… 
you can see that there are all these trade routes that come from Europe and Asia 
across Africa and they all end up right here in Ghana. 
In this discourse, the exchange of goods serves as the vehicle for the movement of people 
and the establishment of relations between populations. This particular lesson in Mr. 
Valun’s classroom was one of the few examples of intergroup relations that were not 
premised on pronounced tensions between peoples. Instead, he designed lessons that 
explored cultures and institutions that enabled fruitful intergroup relations.  
 While Mr. Valun framed trade as a positive example of intergroup relations, Ms. 
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Simpson discussed trade and economic self-interest of European parties in the 19th 
century and onwards as cause for exploitation. During a lecture, she explained that, “The 
trade by this time, by the mid 19th century, trade with India and with east Asia is, can be a 
massively profitable enterprise for a lot of European empires, the British being sort of 
dominant in that field.” In the same lesson, she pivoted towards the discovery of oil 
reserves in Iran as a mediating influence in European intervention there. When 
introducing trade as an underlying catalyst to intergroup relations, Ms. Simpson did not 
identify it as a source of fruitful relations but rather as a conduit for imperialism. 
 Foreign intervention narratives. Foreign intervention and conflict typified the 
sorts of narratives teachers relied upon when introducing Africa and the Middle East. 
These were wide-ranging and diverse. For example, Mr. Valun introduced multiple 
lessons on the Crusades, focusing on European intervention in the Middle East. In this 
narrative Mr. Valun presented the Crusades as European conquest. This parallels his later 
lessons on colonialism and imperialism in Africa where he devoted much of his 
classroom discourse to various forms of colonialism and imperialism. In these instances, 
he distinguishing between direct and indirect imperial control to underscore the varying 
experiences had by different African communities. Mr. Valun had students examine the 
implications of different modes of European intervention on African cultures and 
identities. During a discussion, he asked the class, “So which one of these, direct or 
indirect control do you think would be more destructive to people's culture… which 
would be worse for your culture, your language, your traditions?” Here, Mr. Valun is 
emphasizing the possibly deleterious implications of intergroup relations while 
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emphasizing the power disparities between colonialists and colonized in this narrative. 
 Mr. Roberts similarly favored a narrative of foreign intervention and conflict in 
his unit on South Africa. He referred to the “White Man’s Burden” as a propellant for 
European imperialism. Mr. Roberts asked students to consider the interplay between 
notions of presumed European superiority over Africans and religious imperatives to 
proselytize and how the latter may have been coopted for political and economic 
justifications. Mr. Roberts presented perceptions of a hierarchy between peoples that 
undergirded imperialism and situated African peoples as inferior to Europeans. By 
incorporating this into his narrative on imperialism and colonialism, Mr. Roberts 
broached a historical example of otherness within this narrative of foreign intervention. 
 Colonialism and imperialism as salient examples of intergroup relations often 
served as the point of departure for units on more contemporary events in Africa. In Ms. 
Simpson’s class, her unit on Genocide involved the study of multiple case studies, one of 
which was the Rwandan Genocide. In teaching it, she focused on the precipitating 
European presence and the long-term negative consequences of Belgian influence over 
government, collective identity formation, and relations between Hutus and Tutsis. She 
emphasized Belgium’s imposition of Hamitic racial theory on the populace, elevation of 
the Tutsis to a favored position in government, and the subsequent fault lines crystalized 
in Rwanda.  
 European involvement in the Middle East was also invoked as a foundation for 
many of the problems persisting in the region. Relatedly, inaugurating her unit on the 
Middle East in a PowerPoint lecture, Ms. Simpson stated, “starting from the mid-19th 
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century, Europeans are going to vastly expand their colonial holdings in the Muslim 
World, in the Middle East and North Africa.” She continued to enumerate the various 
countries affected by British and French intervention. She framed this foreign 
intervention as opportunistic, particularly in response to the fledgling state of the 
Ottoman Empire. Ms. Simpson explained,  
[B]y the 1850s the Ottoman Empire is starting to go on the decline. It's very 
commonly referred to in the last fifty years or so of its existence as the Sick Man 
of Europe… a lot of the European powers start looking around at each other and 
saying, 'well there's going to be this vacuum and we certainly wouldn't want these 
people to go rule themselves so maybe we should divide it up amongst ourselves.' 
Ms. Simpson maintained this plot of foreign intervention in the Middle East throughout 
the unit, with a particular emphasis on British affairs during and after the First World 
War. She devoted much attention to the multiple and conflicting promises the British 
made to Zionist, Arab, and other European parties and the importance of this in 
fomenting antagonisms in Palestine and elsewhere in the region. Even still, Ms. Simpson 
expanded the scope of foreign intervention to a larger world community rather than 
merely identifying Britain as the sole culprit. She did this by describing the League of 
Nations as complicit in legitimizing British intervention in the Middle East after the First 
World War. In the following example, Ms. Simpson weaves together these disparate 
issues of opportunism, global complicity, and the failure to actualize promises made by 
Britain and France to Arabs during the war when stating, 
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The League of Nations is going to divide up the former Ottoman Empire and 
parcel it out to the British and the French. The French are going to get mandates, 
which they will later divide, into Lebanon and Syria. The British are going to get 
mandates, or areas of control, which they will later divide up into Iraq and what 
they call Transjordan and on the west side of the Jordan River, what they'll call 
the Mandate of Palestine. And so a lot of the Arabs that had supported the British 
and had risked their lives, some sacrificed their lives, in order to bring down the 
Ottomans from within during the First World War, a lot of those Arabs thought 
they were fighting for their independence and in fact it turned out they were just 
fighting to move from rule by the Turks to rule by the British or the French so that 
kind of sucks for them. 
For Ms. Simpson, foreign intervention was a seminal cause of the tensions and conflicts 
to emerge later in the Middle East.  
 Mr. Wheaton’s United States History class examined America in the world. 
Unlike the more critical evaluations previously mentioned, Mr. Wheaton did not tend to 
infuse his discourse with language that condemned or dismissed U.S. intervention as 
unfounded or the source of long-term instability. Instead, Mr. Wheaton spoke of a 
perceived responsibility of the U.S. to intervene in the Middle East. Mr. Wheaton often 
positioned the U.S. as a source of stability and paragon of progress meriting intervention 
in the Middle East.  
 This type of narrative not only described U.S. foreign intervention but also 
legitimized certain foreign policy decisions. Mr. Wheaton introduced U.S. intervention in 
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the Middle East as a means to discuss establishing regional stability, responding to 
terrorism, supporting Israel, procuring oil, and at different historical junctures containing 
communism and introducing democracy. The examples Mr. Wheaton introduced were 
diverse and varied, from the CIA involvement in the ousting of Mosaddegh in Iran; the 
Iranian Hostage Crisis; support for the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan; involvement in peace 
negotiations between Israelis, Palestinians, and Arab neighbors; and the various wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan.  
 Conflict narratives. Many of these narratives of foreign intervention were 
framed by teachers as precursors and catalysts to conflicts either between Europeans and 
African and Middle Eastern populations or among the populations within these two 
regions. Conflict in the form of war, genocide, occupation, and political instability 
permeated many of the lessons and units teachers invoked in their classroom discourse.  
 The Israeli-Arab and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts often served as the narratives 
heavily relied upon when discussing Middle Eastern history. In Ms. Marshall and Mr. 
Healey’s classes, they focused exclusively on these conflicts and did not introduce 
lessons dealing with other peoples or places in the Middle East. This was unlike Ms. 
Simpson who introduced these conflicts as part of a more extensive unit on the Middle 
East. Mr. Wheaton periodically referenced these conflicts through the lens of U.S. history 
and, as such, did not devote entire lessons to the topic but rather subsumed it into broader 
units on the Cold War and U.S. foreign policy. These teachers devoted much attention to 
the numerous salient incidents over the last hundred years including the various wars 
from 1947 onwards.  
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 Whereas Ms. Simpson and Ms. Marshall discussed the First World War and the 
Interwar years, Mr. Healey introduced these conflicts as a product of the Second World 
War and the Holocaust. He explained in his introductory comments to students at the start 
of the unit, “After World War II, it became a Jewish state and then that’s when the 
conflict started.” In contradistinction, Ms. Simpson spoke to the importance of the 
Holocaust as a factor in the situation in Palestine, and later Israel, but without denying the 
preceding decades of tension between communities. Ms. Simpson explained to students 
that, “after World War I, there’s going to be an increasing movement by Jewish people to 
create a Jewish state in Palestine.” Similarly, Ms. Marshall discussed the violence 
occurring in the Interwar years when stating, “Palestine is especially a hotbed because 
there are already skirmishes, clashes, violence happening between Arab nationalists and 
Jewish settlers or Zionists” and in her opening comments in the next day’s lesson, “Ok, 
we left off here talking about the Interwar period. The tension that starts to grow between 
the populations.” Teachers concentrated on different events of the conflict during 
observation periods. For instance, when observed, both Ms. Marshall and Mr. Healey 
addressed the 1972 Munich Olympics whereas this was not something Ms. Simpson 
introduced in lessons during this unit. For Mr. Healey, “the world finally started paying 
attention to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict with the 1972 Munich Olympics” and for Ms. 
Marshall, “It broadcasts the conflict. It takes it out of the region.” Otherwise, teachers 
who introduced the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict generally focused on the 1967 War, the 
various Intifadas, and the Oslo Accords as common features broached in their respective 
classes. 
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 The Iran-Iraq War during the 1980s was also one of the conflicts in the Middle 
East that garnered a considerable amount of attention. Mr. Wheaton emphasized during a 
lecture how this was “a brutal Middle Eastern war” and, to underscore this point, 
explained how “The Iranians… have this policy to save money so they arm young 
soldiers with toy guns, march them into battle. The Iraqis use all of their weapons upon 
them. The really good Iranian soldiers then follow afterwards.” Mr. Wheaton also used 
this conflict as a way to discuss U.S. involvement in the region, introducing the Iran-
Contra Affair and the relations the U.S. once had with Saddam Hussein.  
 Persecution narratives. Related to conflict, as a narrative privileged across 
classrooms by the teachers, was persecution. In Ms. Simpson’s class, the lessons on 
Rwanda hinged on the persecution of both the Hutus and the Tutsis at the hands of the 
other. Ms. Simpson explained before assigning students to read various primary sources, 
“It should be noted… although Hutus do most of the killing and Tutsis do most, are 
primarily the victims, there’s atrocities being committed both ways.” A reoccurring topic 
across classrooms was the persecution of Jews in Europe and the Middle East. Ms. 
Simpson lectured on anti-Semitism in Europe in the context of Zionism and the 
establishment of Israel. She stated,  
Governments are discriminating against them. People are discriminating against 
them. Consumers are discriminating against them. Everywhere they go they are 
regarded as outcasts no matter how long they've been there even by people who 
moved to that country after they got there, the Jews are still regarded as outcasts.  
Similarly, Ms. Marshall paid particular attention to the Dreyfus Affair as an exemplarily 
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case of anti-Semitism, explaining that this maltreatment of Jews in Europe would 
culminate with the Holocaust. She asked her class, “So, there are all of these instances 
which culminate in what big instance?” answering, “The Holocaust, ok. So you have the 
Zionist movement saying we are not being treated fairly.” In this way, the narrative of 
persecution for Jews in Europe was woven into the narrative of Jewish life in the Middle 
East, first as Zionist settlers and later as sovereigns in Israel. Mr. Healey echoed this in 
his discourse. He explained, “Six million Jews die. Remaining Jews are displaced…they 
are homeless in a sense. Take them all to one place. Everybody seems to be on board 
with that.” Mr. Wheaton also established a link between Jewish persecution and the 
justification for establishing a Jewish state. He explained, “The Holocaust had happened. 
There was a need for this. We go back to the late 19th century and we see there are 
people who believe the only way Jews are going to be treated fair is if they have their 
own state.” Mr. Wheaton focused on Jewish persecution in Europe as the historical 
context to Zionism and the establishment of the State of Israel.  
 Teachers broached the issue of a persecuted people perpetuating persecution. For 
instance, Mr. Healey offered a narrative of Israeli Jewish persecution of Palestinians, 
explaining to his class in a lecture, “So, again, the oppression again or the second class 
citizen status of Palestinians under the thumb of Israel from this perspective is apparent.” 
While, conflating the status of many Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank with that of 
citizens of Israel- since they do not have Israeli citizenship- Mr. Healey calls attention to 
the fact that Jews have historically been persecuted and persecutor.  
 This narrative of marginalized, disempowered, and minority communities being 
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persecuted appeared regularly across classrooms. There were a vast variety of 
communities and episodes introduced by teachers. For instance, Mr. Wheaton repeatedly 
invoked the Kurds of Iraq as a community that had suffered under Saddam Hussein who 
had used chemical weapons against the population. Mr. Roberts’ unit on South Africa 
positioned Black Africans as a population persecuted by European parties. This was 
emphasized consistently throughout the lessons devoted to apartheid but also was 
particularly pronounced when discussing violence against Black activists at Sharpeville 
and elsewhere. In the second lesson on South Africa, Mr. Roberts asked students to take 
notes as he defined apartheid. He defined it as, “a legal separation of races. It was legal 
separation… It was constitutional. It wasn’t just something that was a policy put in. It 
was actually governmental. The system had all sorts of minute details about how lives 
would be lived.” In this instance, Mr. Roberts emphasized how persecution was not the 
product of deteriorating race relations. Instead, it was structural and had constitutional 
legal backing. While somewhat similar to the discussions of the systematic nature of the 
Holocaust introduced in other classes, Mr. Roberts’ lessons on apartheid in South Africa 
distinguish themselves from other teacher’s narratives of persecution because he 
emphasized the laws, norms, and consciousness that was deeply engrained in South 
Africa that perpetuated this form of intergroup relations. Therefore, Mr. Roberts did not 
describe persecution as solely an extension of perceptions of racial superiority. Instead, 
his narrative examined the structural and institutional mechanisms that normalized 
apartheid. In other classroom discourse, persecution was predominantly described as the 
deterioration of intergroup relations brought on by hatred or bigotry. Mr. Roberts 
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transcended this by describing to students to codification of such sentiments under the 
guise of legal parameters.  
 Anti-colonialism and nationalism narratives. Related to foreign intervention, 
conflict, and persecution, as recurring narratives in classrooms were anti-colonialism and 
nationalism. These were not common throughout classrooms, however, Mr. Valun 
introduced the case of Ethiopia’s successful defense against Italian military incursions. In 
doing so, he underscored the influence of resistance to colonialism as a mediating factor 
in the creation of a coherent sense of national identity in Ethiopia. He explained to 
students that although certain cultural adhesives bound people to a shared history, 
Ethiopian national identity was a distinctly modern form of association. He explained,  
Ethiopians had a culture for thousands of years but they weren't unified into a 
nation until the Italians tried to come in and take their territory and this guy 
Menelik II was the one who united them and forged, basically created, the 
Ethiopian nation out of the culture that had existed before. 
Here, causality is established between defense of territory against external military threat 
and the construction of national identity. Moreover, Mr. Valun does not deny the 
longstanding heritage found in Ethiopia. Instead, he explains that the form had changed 
and a cultural basis for communal belonging transformed into a modern notion of 
nationhood.  
 Peace and reconciliation narratives. Extending from these other narratives of 
intergroup relations, teachers also discussed efforts to establish peace and reconcile 
differences in the wake of protracted conflict and persecution. In particular, this sort of 
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narrative was frequently employed when discussing relations between Israel and its Arab 
neighbors and post-apartheid South Africa. Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healey, and Mr. Wheaton 
devoted time in class to discussing the Camp David Accords signed between Israel and 
Egypt and the Oslo Accords between Israel and the Palestinians. In Ms. Marshall’s class, 
she emphasized Egypt’s recognition of Israel’s existence and the exchange of territory in 
return for peace.  
 Moreover, teachers presented narratives of peace and reconciliation as fragile and 
tumultuous processes fraught with difficulty for the vested parties. When discussing the 
Oslo Accords, Mr. Wheaton constructed this narrative of peace and reconciliation as an 
attempt to resolve the long-standing problem of “what to do about the Palestinians.” Mr. 
Wheaton depicted President Bill Clinton’s insistency that Israelis and Palestinians engage 
in diplomacy as being the impetus for the accords. He stated,  
By 1993, the question of what to do about the Palestinians is a huge question. It 
had been going on for about twenty-five years and that this issue leads President 
Clinton to suggest that the Israeli leader, Yitzhak Rabin, and Palestinian leader, 
Yasser Arafat, come together in Oslo to see if they can negotiate their struggles. 
Ms. Marshall did not emphasize the role of the United States but rather the “progress” 
that came through the Oslo Accords. For her, progress came in the form of Palestinian’s 
shift in tactics and policies. She lectured, “Alright, so, between 1988 and 1993, you have 
a lot of, some would say, progress. The Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat condemns all 
terrorism and recognizes the State of Israel.” For Mr. Healey, the Oslo Accords were 
introduced as a long overdue attempt at peace in a narrative otherwise defined by 
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conflict. He explained, “The first real breakthrough in positive relations didn’t come until 
1993. Wow, so this started in 1945, the first all out war’s in 1947. In 1993 there’s finally, 
I’m finally talking to you about a breakthrough in positive relations.” These statements 
illustrate that when pivoting from narratives of conflict to those of peace, teacher 
discourse was still tinged with reminders of the deleterious intergroup relations that 
preceded the attempts at peace. It is unavoidable to discuss peace and reconciliation 
without alluding to or explicitly referencing the conflict that necessitates mending 
relations. However, the prominence of conflict as a narrative when teaching African and 
Middle Eastern histories at the expense of other topics and lens of understanding these 
regions restricted discourse in ways that even narrative shifts still had tumult and 
antipathy as focal points of understanding.  
 In Mr. Roberts’ classroom discourse regarding South Africa’s efforts to shift from 
apartheid to equality among all citizens, he emphasized the social repairs made between 
White and Black South Africans. In Mr. Roberts’ unit on South Africa, his narrative was 
one of social repair. Even still, Mr. Roberts did focus on the precariousness of 
reconciliation in South Africa. He accomplished this by discussing the White response to 
Mandela’s dream for racial equality and the fear this engendered, as it would require this 
segment of the citizenry to relinquish its privileged position in society.  
Cultural Contribution Narratives 
 Teachers’ classroom discourse often hinged on narratives of conflict and 
persecution. However, even while these were prominent, they were not the only type of 
historical knowledge constructed in classrooms. Unlike narratives of intergroup relations 
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that emphasized the deterioration of relations between communities, there was another 
type of narrative introduced that illuminated African and Middle Eastern peoples cultural 
contributions to humanity. This narrative was that of the Golden Age and was one that 
Mr. Valun introduced in his classroom.  
 Golden Age narratives were not frequently found among other teachers. Mr. 
Valun explicitly named his unit on Islam “The Golden Age of Islam.” Even though the 
name of his unit on African Kingdoms did not possess this phrase, the two are parallel in 
their structure and emphasis. In both units, Mr. Valun called attention to the cultural 
bounty of Muslims and Africans living during the periods he considered to be their 
respective Golden Ages. These populations were not discussed exclusively in relation to 
other peoples or as parties engaged in protracted conflict. Instead, Mr. Valun emphasized 
internal dynamics within societies and also harmonious relations between communities.  
 While narratives of golden ages do illustrate a population’s achievements, it is not 
without issue. A golden age narrative presumes a society’s most vibrant period has waned 
and its apex has lapsed. Implicit in this narrative is a sense that societies experience a rise 
and decline and that a golden age is followed by atrophy. Therefore, in the effort to 
present a counter-narrative that illuminates cultural production, influence, and 
sophistication, there is an implicit sense that this community has since been eroded in its 
output of noteworthy productions and influence. This ambiguity with golden age 
narratives exemplifies the problems with constructing historical knowledge that may 
challenge otherness as even in ostensibly positive portrayals there may be embedded a 
subtle critique of the community. 
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 When discussing the Golden Age of Islam, Mr. Valun emphasized the 
implications of this period for all of humanity. This was evident during an interactive 
PowerPoint presentation, whereby he alternated between posing questions and providing 
information. Mr. Valun stated, “The Golden Age of Islam, which we’re going to start 
studying now produced some lasting effects, some lasting consequences for the rest of the 
world.” Rather than circumscribing the legacy to that of Muslims, Mr. Valun constructed 
a narrative of Muslim contribution to a broader world history. In this way, the narrative 
of this particular Golden Age is stated as something indispensable to an understanding of 
human development rather than an isolated period for a small subset of people. Mr. Valun 
called attention to the size of the Islamic Empire in the years following the advent of 
Islam and the death of the Prophet Muhammad. He stated,  
Muhammad died in 632… and 100 years later, Islam controlled the largest 
territory, the largest empire in history. 100 years. Longer than Alexander’s 
Empire, longer than the Persian Empire, longer than the Roman Empire, was this 
Islamic Empire. In 100 years they established the biggest empire in history. 
The comparison between Alexander the Great, Persia, and Rome with the spread of Islam 
offers numerous reference points for students regarding size and scope. Additionally, Mr. 
Valun speaks to the short period of time in which Islam was able to spread 
geographically. Moreover, Mr. Valun’s description of the Golden Age of Islam is not 
confined to a discussion of the territorial gains made by Muslims as they moved outwards 
from Arabia. Mr. Valun called attention to the learning and cultural exchange and 
production found within this period. For example, during an interactive PowerPoint 
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lesson whereby students read slide and he offered elaborations, Mr. Valun stated,  
[A]s, Muslims expanded, as Muslims got new territory and made new converts, 
these different Greek, Roman, and Persian ideas were kind of blended together 
into this Muslim identity, this Muslim philosophy. And one of this big places this 
happened was in the universities and the libraries. 
Mr. Valun did not introduce a narrative of conquest when discussing the spread of Islam. 
Instead, he presented students with a narrative of Muslims appropriating ideas and 
institutions from other communities and becoming the custodians of thought from 
Antiquity. By discussing the melding of various currents of thought and the existence of 
universities and libraries as sites of learning, Mr. Valun produced a narrative of a Golden 
Age of reciprocal cultural transmission between Muslim communities and those 
encountered by Muslims as they engaged one another in various forms of contact. The 
last feature of the Golden Age of Islam Mr. Valun introduced to students was the relative 
religious tolerance Muslims had for those belonging to other faiths. He asked students, 
“Why would Muslims want to protect Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians? Why would 
they be willing to protect these religions when they have, when they practice a different 
religion than Islam?” By asking this question, Mr. Valun used his discourse to promote a 
narrative of interfaith tolerance and protection rather than conflict and intractable enmity. 
This narrative on the Golden Age of Islam is conspicuously different from numerous 
other narratives pertaining to Africa and the Middle East that hinge upon conflict as the 
plot propelling the story forward.  
 Mr. Valun continued with a similar type of narrative when discussing the African 
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empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai. Regarding African empires, Mr. Valun called 
attention to the discrepancy between Europe and Africa during the apex of their wealth 
and influence around 400 AD. Mr. Valun asked students, “So in Africa, we’ve got the 
establishment of an empire around 400 AD. What was going on in Europe around this 
time?” and later answered, “It was only dark in Europe guys with the collapse of the 
Roman Empire. Africa was in the middle of what we call probably literally a golden 
age.” Unlike the narrative on Islam that was founded around the preservation and 
integration of ideas from Antiquity into a Muslim worldview and the coexistence of 
various faith communities, Mr. Valun devoted much of his attention on Africa to the 
material affluence of these empires. Mr. Valun forged a narrative that affirmed a period 
of concentrated wealth on the African continent. 
 Unlike Mr. Valun who devoted entire units to narratives of various golden ages, 
Ms. Simpson did briefly remark on the Ottoman Empire as having had a period of 
political power rivaling that of Europe. Ms. Simpson did briefly present the Ottoman 
Empire as having made a lasting political contribution to the world prior to its eventual 
collapse and dismantling at the hands of various European parties after the First World 
War. Ms. Simpson explained during a lecture,  
The Ottoman Empire for centuries is kind of considered as one of the big boys of 
European power politics. They very much are in competition for several centuries 
with the British and with the French and with the Portuguese… their influence 
spreads up into continental Europe and then a lot of what used to be controlled by 
the Greeks and or the Romans at various points. 
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Here, Ms. Simpson presented the apex of Ottoman rule in terms relative to that of 
European political powers. Unlike Mr. Valun who selected features of Muslim history 
that revealed cultural exchange, Ms. Simpson focused on Ottoman power and 
competition with European countries. The ability to encroach upon and occupy parts of 
Europe and pose a military and economic threat were examples invoked to draw students’ 
attention to a different sort of golden age than that which Mr. Valun crafted for his 
students’ consumption.  
 Narratives of golden ages offered an alternative to the prevalent discourse that 
circumscribed the study of Africa and the Middle East to conflict and enmity. The 
selection of historical topics and construction of narratives has implications for the 
representation of communities. As historical knowledge is constructed, collective 
identities are shaped by the historical interpretations imposed on the past. The 
possibilities for classifying, appraising, and portraying a given population are opened or 
closed according to narratives. Therefore, appreciating the types of narratives that 
teachers promoted in their discourse is the requisite task for understanding the ways 
African and Middle Eastern populations were represented.  
Summary of Narrative Selections 
 While teachers devoted some time to problematizing historical narratives, the 
prevailing tendency within and across classrooms was to draw attention to intergroup 
relations in the form of conflict in all its various forms across time and space. In this way, 
accounts of Africa and the Middle East were often confined to war, persecution, and 
intergroup tensions at the expense of counter-narratives that may have offered drastically 
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different understandings of the past experiences had by peoples in this region. Such 
narrative selections precluded certain potential representations of peoples in Africa and 
the Middle East. With conflict and persecution as dominant narratives, teachers imposed 
narrow parameters of possible classifications of these populations. 
Exclusion and Agency 
 Beyond understanding the types of narratives privileged and displaced in 
teachers’ classroom discourse is appreciating the treatment of historical actors within 
these narratives. Building on this understanding of the narratives teachers employed in 
their classrooms are the ways African and Middle Eastern populations were excluded in 
these narratives. Additionally, one ought to appreciate the ways agency of historical 
actors was recognized or denied by teachers when discussing peoples in these regions. 
Excluding certain communities in narratives and, relatedly, granting or denying agency 
underscores teachers’ representations in ways that contributed to and challenged 
otherness in their discourse. Focusing on whether communities are included, excluded, 
granted, or denied agency provides insights into what teachers emphasize and 
deemphasize when presenting a topic. Inherent in constructing knowledge is distilling 
information, selecting and ignoring facts and topics, and organizing the past into 
something coherent and intelligible. These subtle and often unstated decisions are not 
necessarily done with malicious intent. The act of shaping the past into a narrative 
necessitates these decisions. Therefore, as teachers included or excluded certain 
communities from narratives or depicted groups as active or passive agents, such 
determinations were inevitable and unavoidable. However, the manner in which African 
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and Middle Eastern communities are featured in narratives does inform whether 
otherness was challenged or promoted in classroom discourse.  
Exclusion in Teacher Discourse 
 Fundamental to the representation of social actors is the exclusion of certain 
individuals or communities from a depiction. According to van Leeuwen (2008), “Some 
exclusions leave no traces in the representation, excluding both the social actors and their 
activities” (p. 7). Social actors can be backgrounded or suppressed when excluded. 
Backgrounding is when social actors are deemphasized and their status in an account is 
minimized whereas suppression is when social actors are entirely removed from a given 
discourse. Both of these forms of exclusion were manifest at certain times in the 
discourse of each of the teachers.  
 Backgrounding. Throughout the narratives found in classrooms, the Middle East 
was often depicted as the backdrop to European colonialism and imperialism. In doing 
so, the emphasis of lessons was on the encroachment of Europeans rather than on the 
inhabitants of the Middle East. Ms. Simpson introduced her unit on the Middle East by 
explaining, “Starting from the mid 19th century, Europeans are going to vastly expand 
their colonial holdings in the Muslim World, in the Middle East and North Africa.” She 
discussed the different strategies through which the French established a presence in 
Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco; the British in Aden, Oman, Egypt, Sudan; and Italians in 
Libya. In doing so, the peoples of these areas were not necessarily foregrounded in this 
narrative of European colonial and imperial expansion. Instead, they were part of the 
backdrop of these military and political incursions. At the same time that this litany calls 
  
133
attention to the extent to which European powers have a history of intervening across the 
world, by backgrounding the experiences of the peoples of these regions, historical 
narratives remained devoid of any substantive understanding of their experiences as they 
responded to and coped with these geopolitical realities.  
 Ms. Simpson backgrounded the experiences of peoples encountered by European 
powers throughout the unit. She emphasized the extent to which peoples in the Middle 
East were acted upon by Europeans when discussing the role of the League of Nations 
after World War One in establishing French and British Mandates in the Middle East and 
the subsequent British “quagmire” in Palestine that ensued after years of maintaining the 
area as a quasi-possession. Regarding the League of Nations, Ms. Simpson explained to 
her students during a lecture that this international body took it upon itself to determine 
the fate of peoples in this region. She explains that, 
And so the mandates over what's now Lebanon and what's now Syria were given 
to the French so the French got to influence and control those territories and then 
the mandates over what's now, over what was then called Palestine, over what's 
now called Jordan and what's now called Iraq were given to the British.  
Later, during the same lecture, Ms. Simpson introduced the position of the British in 
Palestine during the Interwar Years. She explained, “We’ll talk today about something 
significantly less cheerful which is why the British are trapped in such a difficult 
quagmire, largely of their own making in Palestine after the First World War.” Her 
statements have a critical tone that does not condone British actions. Ms. Simpson indicts 
the members of the League of Nations that proposed, endorsed, and adopted this plan for 
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mandates. Yet, this critical narrative that scrutinizes the behavior of those who rewarded 
France and Britain does so while backgrounding the experiences of the inhabitants of 
these mandates. Her discussion of the British “quagmire” also favors an understanding of 
a British perspective with minimal foregrounding of the other populations in Palestine. 
What is ostensibly a study of the Middle East includes a considerable amount of 
European experiences without commensurate attention on the inhabitants of the Middle 
East. Without such an equitable counterbalance of attention on Middle Eastern peoples, a 
narrative of European actors often became pronounced and the actions of Middle Eastern 
peoples appeared at certain points to be part of the backdrop to this historical landscape. 
 This backgrounding of the inhabitants of the Middle East in favor of presenting a 
Euro- or U.S.-centric narrative was also found in Mr. Wheaton’s United States History 
class that emphasized U.S. foreign policy. This had the result of presenting the Middle 
East as the setting of the U.S. in world affairs. For Mr. Wheaton, the Middle East was 
most frequently invoked as a place where Cold War policies were formulated and 
implemented and, later, a place for U.S. involvement in addressing despotism and 
terrorism. For instance, when discussing the installation of the Shah after the ousting of 
Mosaddegh, Mr. Wheaton stated, “The Shah’s put into power… So you have the 
overthrow of an Iranian leader. This is consistent with America’s policies concerning 
those who are not anti-communist enough.” This instance speaks to the subtlety of 
discourse in shaping historical understanding. Mr. Wheaton is factually accurate. Yet, the 
matter is not of whether or not he is introducing historical facts to students via his 
discourse. Instead, this narrative backgrounds any Iranian experience, voice, or 
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understanding of these events in favor of a predominantly American perspective that 
privileges the actions of the U.S. in actualizing its foreign policy initiatives in Iran.   
 Mr. Wheaton continued to background various Middle Eastern communities by 
shaping his discourse to emphasize American actions while deemphasizing that of 
peoples across the region. Regarding the Camp David Accords signed by Egypt and 
Israel, Mr. Wheaton elected to privilege the role of U.S. President Jimmy Carter in 
facilitating these talks. Mr. Wheaton explained to students,  
What role does the U.S. have in this treaty other than initiating it and setting up 
the conference and having their retreat to have these people get together? The 
United States has a massive role and that still continues today. And that role is 
that the U.S. has pledged to finance both nations to the tune of about three billion 
a piece every year. 
Here Mr. Wheaton enumerates the various ways in which the U.S. was involved in the 
Camp David Accords by specifying its role in initiating, facilitating, and hosting the 
negotiations. He continued to then explain that this involvement in maintaining the 
Accords is also the responsibility of the U.S. who offers financial incentives to either 
party, effectively securing peace through such measures. Again, Mr. Wheaton is not 
introduce inaccurate information. Instead, he selects facts that are historically accurate 
but certain emphases effectively maintain perceptions of the primacy of the U.S. as a 
global leader and downplay the efforts of Israelis and Egyptians in this process that was 
of unprecedented geopolitical import to both countries at the time.  
 This resembles Mr. Wheaton’s discussions regarding the Soviet invasion of 
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Afghanistan and the subsequent U.S. involvement in this conflict through clandestine 
funding of the mujahedeen. Mr. Wheaton explained, “So, in the 1980s, the United States 
fought against the Soviet Union but indirectly, proxy and we aided and supported groups 
of people like the Mujahedeen, including Osama bin Laden, a Saudi national who fought 
in another land to fight against a power that was invading the Muslim World.” In such 
instances, Mr. Wheaton’s discourse called attention to the salience of the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan in determining the course of U.S. intervention in the world. In mentioning 
the Mujahedeen, Mr. Wheaton tacitly references their existence as a group responding to 
incursions in “the Muslim World.” Yet, Mr. Wheaton does not foreground their doctrine, 
motivations for confronting the Soviets, nor chronicle their military tactics and 
campaigns. Instead, they are presented as an example of “proxy” war and as such are 
categorized according to a U.S. Cold War strategic schema. With such backgrounding, 
Afghanistan and the relevance of this conflict on the Afghani people is relegated to a 
secondary status to the involvement of the United States in this particular episode of the 
Cold War. 
 Regarding the Iranian Revolution of the late 1970s, Mr. Wheaton backgrounded 
the events that led to the ousting of the Shah and the installment of a new government 
under Ayatollah Khomeini. Instead, Mr. Wheaton devoted his attention to the ensuing 
hostage crisis wherein Iranian students involved in the revolution held Americans at the 
embassy in Tehran. Lecturing to students, Mr. Wheaton explained, “The top leaders did 
escape but they were held for four hundred and forty-four days.” Mr. Wheaton 
backgrounded the events unfolding on the ground in Iran in favor of discussing the 
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hostage crisis involving Americans. In this respect, the ongoing revolution served in this 
discourse as a catalyst to a national tragedy in the United States. Iran is the landscape to 
this unfolding drama and the revolution is presented as a precondition for this American 
crisis instead of the American crisis being a smaller story embedded within a larger 
narrative. The Middle East was a venue for describing problems particular to the United 
States rather than a region replete with people whose narratives merited foregrounding. 
 Some of the most frequently occurring backgrounding came when discussing 
Israelis and Palestinians. When discussing the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Mr. Wheaton 
provided great detail of anti-Semitism in Europe, the origins of Zionism, and Jewish 
biblical connections to the Land of Israel. This information offers rich context for the 
establishment of the State of Israel. However, this was not countered by any mention of 
Palestinians as a people, their connections to the land, or historical conditions. Instead 
their sovereign political aspirations were deemphasized.  
 This backgrounding was similarly present when Ms. Simpson and Ms. Marshall 
discussed the displacement of Palestinians during the 1947-1949 war between Israel and 
its neighbors. Ms. Simpson explained to her class during a lecture, “an awful lot of Arab 
people in Palestine are going to get displaced and are going to have to flee, often to 
Jordan, sometimes to Egypt.” This resembles Ms. Marshall’s statement made when 
addressing her entire class, “When Britain leaves, Israel was created. Palestinians are 
displaced.” In both these examples, the processes through which Palestinians were 
displaced and became refugees is backgrounded and deemphasized. Both teachers broach 
the subject of Palestinian displacement yet the circumstances are still somewhat shrouded 
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in ambiguity as these details are not emphasized in their narratives. 
 This continued in teachers’ lessons dealing with events between Israelis and 
Palestinians in the years after the 1947-1949 conflict. Presenting a slide on the 1967 War 
during a PowerPoint chronicling the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Ms. Marshall explained 
that, “So, in slightly less than six days, Israel triples the size of their territory and they 
begin to establish settlements.” Ms. Marshall did not then discuss the in equal measure 
the presence of Palestinians in much of the territory acquired by Israel in 1967 and the 
relationship between Palestinians and the settlements in question. Similarly, Mr. Wheaton 
framed the aftermath of this conflict as a conundrum for Israelis. He stated,  
Now you have to defend it and for the most part you have about a million and a 
half new people in your land none of whom are Zionists, none of whom are Jews 
and they are all Arabs and they all identify with a new group that is called, that 
are regarded as Palestinians because this is the area of Palestine. So, Palestine is 
not a nation. Palestine is a region. 
Whereas Ms. Marshall did not explicitly name Palestinians as the most sizeable 
population found in the territories acquired by Israel in the war, Mr. Wheaton did 
mention this population by name. Yet, both teachers background Palestinians in their own 
respective ways. For Ms. Marshall, her remarks concentrate on Israeli military action and 
the acquisition of land. The land’s inhabitants are not featured prominently. In Mr. 
Wheaton’s discourse, he focuses on the challenges presented to Israel in having to absorb 
a population whose demographics and political views are not consistent with that of a 
Jewish-Zionist relationship that undergirds the State of Israel. In this respect, the 
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Palestinians are depicted as an existential predicament for Israeli Jews rather than a 
population whose perspective is recognized. Instead, they serve as the backdrop to a 
political crisis for Israel rather than a population whose perspective merited discussion. 
 Suppression. In addition to backgrounding, teacher-participants also engaged in 
suppression, another form of exclusion in their discourse. Suppression more explicitly 
removes actors from a given discourse. Van Leeuwen (2008) explains, “In the case of 
suppression, there is no reference to the social actor(s) in question anywhere in the text 
(p.7).” In doing so, certain groups are not only marginalized but also become 
conspicuously absent. Relating to otherness, suppression minimizes the presence of a 
community in a narrative. As such, such absences inhibit and restrict understandings of 
communities. 
 The act of suppressing any mention of certain Middle Eastern populations was 
again noticeable at various junctures in teachers discourse on the Middle East. Mr. 
Healey suppressed the Palestinian experience prior to 1948 when introducing his unit on 
the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. Instead, he emphasized the Jewish experience in Europe 
as the vehicle through which the events of 1948 and afterwards would be introduced and 
understood. This was evident when he discussed the Interwar years whereby he focused 
on the rise of Hitler in Germany and the Holocaust. In offering a historical context for the 
subsequent Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Mr. Healey prompted this narrative by describing 
events affecting European Jewry. This was not balanced by a parallel account of 
Palestinians’ lives during the Interwar years. As such, unlike instances of backgrounding 
when Palestinians were mentioned but not the focus of discourse, in this instance the 
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entire Palestinian experience during this period was suppressed from Mr. Healey’s 
discourse in favor of detailing the deteriorating condition of Jews in Europe. Such an 
account grants students access to appreciating the extent to which Jewish life in Europe 
was precarious and why Zionism was considered a viable political movement. Yet, when 
framing the events that led to an eventual conflict between two populations, there was not 
any mention of the Palestinians’ history that could have legitimized their grievances 
against Zionist settlement in Palestine. An imbalance of knowledge of Jewish and 
Palestinian historical experiences results from this suppression. 
 Suppression was also evident when discussing Israel’s conflicts with its Arab 
neighbors. The Israeli invasion of Lebanon and subsequent occupation of its southern 
border in the early 1980s was often suppressed. Mr. Wheaton explained to students when 
lecturing, “This is the Yom Kippur War and that’s really the last of the big Arab-Israeli 
wars.” Relatedly, when Ms. Marshall explained to students during a PowerPoint lecture, 
“things occurred between 1980 and 1987. It wasn’t like everybody went to sleep for 
seven years,” she circumvented any mention of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. By 
labeling the Yom Kippur War as “the last of the big Arab-Israeli wars,” Mr. Wheaton 
suppressed mentioning the war in Lebanon. In this discourse, the wars fought between 
Israel and Arabs seemed to subside in the 1970s although another large scale and 
controversial operation was staged a decade after the Yom Kippur War. Ms. Marshall 
acknowledged that there were developments in the region but did not specify what they 
were, who was involved, and what the implications were for those events discussed later 
in the unit. 
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 Regarding the 2003 war in Iraq and subsequent occupation, Mr. Wheaton 
suppressed any mention of the suffering experienced by Iraqis as a result of this conflict. 
This was evident when he was discussing the human toll taken by the war. In doing so, 
Mr. Wheaton underscored the long-term implications of the war on Americans without 
mentioning Iraqis. Enumerating the human cost of war to his class, Mr. Wheaton stated,  
The effect of the war is this, in the long run, it is about sixty-eight hundred 
Americans, soldiers, who die. It is about sixty-eight hundred private contractors, 
people working for businesses, who die. It is about another one hundred thousand 
Americans who suffer injuries in the war, many of whom, like sixty-eight hundred 
is an incredibly small number, isn't it… So, the effect of the war is there. 
Emphasizing the human toll taken by this conflict, Mr. Wheaton circumscribes his data to 
include only casualties among United States personnel. The pronouncement of American 
losses is not followed by any mention of the Iraqi loss of life or enduring traumas 
sustained during the conflict. Such suppression in his classroom discourse that precludes 
the mention of Iraqi casualties allows this narrative to bypass recognition of Iraqi 
suffering during the conflict. 
Agency in Teacher Discourse  
 The exclusion of historical actors from narratives works in conjunction with 
depicting these actors as being active or passive agents. Appreciating the narratives 
constructed in classroom discourse coupled with an understanding of exclusion and 
agency provides the necessary context for deconstructing discourse to determine whether 
otherness is present. These factors of discourse representing African and Middle Eastern 
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populations in historical knowledge provide the requisite backdrop to understand the 
manifestation of language that challenges or promotes otherness. 
 Agency can be granted or withheld depending on the manner in which social 
actors are represented. According to van Leeuwen (2008), agency can be actualized 
through activation whereby agents appear as those who are “active, dynamic forces in an 
activity (p. 11)” or unacknowledged through passivation whereby agents receive the 
action of others. In the classes observed, teachers regularly presented African and Middle 
Eastern populations as both possessing agency and being the recipients of the agency 
exerted by other communities. Various forms of activation and passivation were 
showcased in the participants’ classroom discourse, depicting peoples in diverse and 
sometimes contradictory ways. 
 Jewish agency. Teachers often depicted European and Israeli Jews as active 
agents. Both Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson presented Jewish agency by introducing 
Jewish sovereign yearning and the desire for statehood prior to the advent of the modern 
State of Israel. When describing Zionism to her class, Ms. Simpson explained, “people 
like Theodor Herzl are going to argue with increasing enthusiasm and increasing 
popularity in the early 20th century the Jewish people need a country of their own.” 
Relatedly, Mr. Healey discussed the migration of Jews from Europe to Palestine and, in 
doing so, depicted them as being active agents responsible for furthering their political 
aspirations. He stated in a lecture to his class, “So, three years after World War II, Jews 
are immigrating to Palestine and more and more Jews are moving to Palestine.” This 
tendency to present Israeli Jews as active agents also came in the form of depicting the 
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military prowess of Zionists and later the State of Israel. Mr. Wheaton often emphasized 
the repeated military victories of Israeli Jews in their conflicts with Arab neighbor states. 
Ms. Marshall called attention to Israel’s preemptive attack of its Arab neighbors in 1967, 
speaking to Israeli Jewish agency in military affairs. Teachers also emphasized Israeli 
Jewish agency taking the form of military strength when discussing the suppression of 
the Palestinian Intifada and later incursions into the Gaza Strip. For instance, Ms. 
Marshall stated during a PowerPoint lecture, “So there's an uprising and the Israelis 
respond in one aspect of Palestinian life… there is an overall reaction meant to put the 
uprising down.” Regarding the more recent military actions in the Gaza Strip, Mr. 
Wheaton explained, “Yes, so when Israel needs to defend this land because they feel as 
though they’re going to be attacked, then they will go after places in the Gaza.” These 
repeated invocations of Israeli Jewish military might position Israeli Jews as empowered 
and capable of responding with the use of force in their affairs with neighboring states 
and Palestinians within the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  
 Palestinian agency. The ways teachers introduced Palestinian agency had 
similarities and differences from that of Israeli Jewish agency. Palestinians were often 
depicted as being active agents defined by opposition rather than affirmation of political 
solutions. For instance, there was much discussion across classrooms of the Palestinian 
rejection of the United Nations Partition Plan of 1947 to establish two states, one Jewish 
and the other Palestinian. In Ms. Marshall’s PowerPoint lecture on the origins of the 
Conflict she stated, “Palestinians reject the plan because they say it’s inequitable in terms 
of population like they’re not getting enough land for the population they have.” In 
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depicting Palestinian opposition to the UN Plan, Ms. Marshall did not dismiss this 
Palestinian rationale. Instead, she justified the Palestinian rejection of the UN Plan by 
emphasizing the inequity of land distribution. Even still, Palestinian agency was not 
depicted in favor of their own aspirations for statehood but instead according to their 
opposition to a plan that was accepted by Jewish leaders.  
 Ms. Simpson illuminated the disappointment of Palestinians when the United 
Nations issued its partition plan. After having students read about the Palestinian stance 
towards the partition plan, Ms. Simpson explained to the class, “Palestinian Arabs on the 
other hand, are not going to be particularly happy with this. They feel as if their land is 
being taken away from them. They feel as if they have every right to protest.” Again, 
while Palestinian agency in this instance is discussed as being in opposition to a 
particular political program, she does not delegitimize Palestinian motives. 
 Ms. Marshall also discussed Palestinian agency in relation to the formation of the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization. She introduced the PLO in terms of Palestinian 
agency that attempted to change the political status quo through political and military 
means. She explained during a PowerPoint presentation,  
In 1964, the PLO is formed. The Palestinian Liberation Organization with basic 
laws, a covenant, and an army. So, just looking at that one bullet, do the 
Palestinians accept the status quo? Do they accept what has been proclaimed and 
set forth for the last twenty years? You have your groups called the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization and if you call yourself a liberation organization, what 
are you saying to the world? You're not free, ok. 
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In this example, Ms. Marshall offers a multifaceted portrayal of Palestinians as agents. 
She speaks to their action in articulating a mission statement, establishing a code of 
conduct, and forming a military branch of the organization to complement the political 
wing. Additionally, Ms. Marshall speaks to the agency of Palestinians as seeking to alter 
a long-standing political situation through liberation.  
 This differs considerably from that of Mr. Healey who spoke to Palestinian 
agency in attacking Israelis. For Mr. Healey, “Palestinian Arabs are going into Jewish 
settlements and killing them, right.” This statement, presented during a PowerPoint 
overview of the unit, affirms the role of Palestinians as historical actors but does so in a 
manner that reduces their conduct to decontextualized violence. This is unlike Ms. 
Marshall who did not ignore the militaristic aspects of the PLO but introduced it in a 
robust historical context that brought attention to efforts to liberate the population and 
alter the political climate in the region. In this respect, Jews and Palestinians were both 
introduced as peoples yearning for sovereign rule and who resorted to the use of military 
action. Even still, whereas Israeli Jews were shown to activate their agency in affirmation 
of their political goals, Palestinians were often presented as being agents of opposition. 
 Even with the focus on Israeli Jewish and Palestinian agency taking the form of 
militarism in a narrative of conflict with one another, teachers did devote some attention 
to instances of attempted reconciliation. For instance, Ms. Marshall called attention to the 
negotiations between both groups in the early 1990s that would take the form of the Oslo 
Accords. She explained in a PowerPoint lecture, “So, between 1991 and 1993, there were 
both secret and public talks between the Israelis and the Palestinians which results in the 
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Israelis recognizing the PLO and giving them some limited autonomy.” Calling attention 
to peace negotiations and the subsequent shifts in policy towards either community, Ms. 
Marshall expanded the scope of agency afforded to Israeli Jews and Palestinians in her 
discourse to include discussions of their volition in attempting to arrive at peace.  
 Iraqi agency. Iraqis were often depicted as being agents of oppression towards 
minority groups and neighbors. This was possible because many of these representations 
focused on the agency of Saddam Hussein. Even still, teachers did not offer 
generalizations or openly presume that his policies were widely endorsed by the wider 
Iraqi populace. In discussing Saddam Hussein, Ms. Simpson explained to her class, “In 
the 1970s, a guy named Saddam Hussein takes power in Iraq, promptly proceeds, well 
not that promptly, in 1979 proceeds to invade Iran” and “in the last stages of the Iran-Iraq 
War, deployed chemical weapons. He used chemical weapons.” Later when discussing 
the invasion of Kuwait, Ms. Simpson explained, “Saddam Hussein very rapidly thereafter 
invades a tiny little country that I know you all can find on a map called Kuwait.” Mr. 
Wheaton also focused his discourse on the use of chemical weapons against the Kurds in 
the north of Iraq. He explained, “So in the 1980s, he drops chemical weapons on a small 
ethnic minority in northern Iraq known as Kurds, killing thousands of them.” There were 
few invocations of Iraqis other than Saddam Hussein. As such, the actions of Hussein 
were those most frequently referenced and used as indicators of any Iraqi agency. In 
these examples, Iraqis are discussed as active agents in launching a protracted military 
campaign with Iran, using chemical weapons, and invading its neighbor Kuwait. In this 
case, Iraqi military might is depicted as aggressive and resulting in regional volatility. 
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 Iranian agency. Teachers presented Iranian agency as multidimensional, taking 
various forms at different historical episodes. Both Ms. Simpson and Mr. Wheaton 
devoted much attention to the political agenda of Mohammad Mosaddegh and his 
attempts to nationalize Iranian oil. When lecturing on the history of Iran in the 20th 
century, Ms. Simpson explained, “Mosaddegh makes this very controversial and 
ultimately, I don’t know, you could argue fatal move of nationalizing the oil industry.” 
Here, Mosaddegh is presented as actively promoting a socialist agenda meant to 
empower Iran and block further external usurpation of the nation’s oil supplies. Ms. 
Simpson refers to this action as a “fatal move.” In this way, she discusses this sort of 
political action as jeopardizing his political influence and the long-term success of this 
agenda as it upset powers outside of Iran who had a vested stake in Iran’s oil industry. 
 Relatedly, this agency towards opposition to exploitation is also found in the 
depictions of Iranians during the revolution in 1978-1979.  This was not always 
positively framed. Mr. Wheaton emphasized Iranian anti-American sentiment and the 
role of revolutionaries in storming the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and holding Americans 
hostage. Contrary to this concern with Iranian revolutionaries’ actions in holding 
Americans hostage, Ms. Simpson focused on protests and the movement to foment 
regime change. She informed her class, “There are massive, massive public protests in 
the streets of Tehran, the capital, and a bunch of other cities in Iran.” Here, Iranians are 
not represented as actively confronting U.S. embassy personnel and interests in the 
country but rather as those seeking political change. These examples speak to the 
conflicting and diverse forms of agency Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson discussed with 
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students. Iranian agency appeared in their respective discourses to take nationalistic, anti-
American, and revolutionary forms. 
 Ottoman agency. Ms. Simpson was the only teacher to dedicate classroom 
discourse to introducing the Ottoman Empire. In doing so, she depicted Turkish rulers of 
much of the Middle East, North Africa, and eastern Mediterranean as being militarily 
powerful and, for a time, rivaling European powers. Additionally, Ms. Simpson 
represented the Ottomans as benevolent towards its non-Turkish and non-Muslim 
subjects. She described this when lecturing,  
The Ottoman Empire is frequently described as Islamic but not Islamist meaning 
that the people in charge of the empire are Muslims and the state religion is Islam 
and so lots of the practices and lots of the laws of the Ottoman Empire sort of 
include or reflect Islamic beliefs and Islamic principles but at the same time the 
Ottomans don't generally run around the Middle East forcing everybody to 
convert to Islam as soon as they conquer them. 
Ms. Simpson articulated Ottoman agency in terms of a degree of religious tolerance. Her 
emphasis on the fact that conversion to Islam was not coerced speaks to her 
representation of Ottoman agency as being activated through governing precepts that 
engendered a form of tolerance towards religious diversity. 
 Muslim agency. In Mr. Valun’s class, Muslims were presented as active agents 
engaged in trade and, also, a population concerned with intellectual and cultural pursuits. 
This was most evident during his lessons on the Golden Age of Islam when Mr. Valun 
introduced the early generations of Muslims during the time of Mohammad and after his 
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death as being responsible for expanding Islam, converting nearby populations, and 
engaging in trade, warfare, and diplomacy. When describing to students the spread of 
Islam into Africa, he stated, “So remember there were two ways that Islam spread. 
Military conquest and trade.” Mr. Valun emphasized the magnitude of the early Muslim 
empire when explaining to students how it eclipsed Alexander the Great, the Persians, 
and the Romans in terms of its size. Mr. Valun also depicted Muslims as actively 
involved in the preservation and study of texts from antiquity and, relatedly, as 
responsible for constructing libraries that kept alive ideas from ancient Greece and Rome. 
Mr. Valun concentrated on the agency of early Muslims in exposing other religious 
communities to the faith as Muslims exchanged goods and were involved in trade across 
Asia, Africa, and Europe. 
 African agency. In terms of African communities depicted in these classrooms, 
they were presented as harnessing their agency in manifold ways. This differed 
considerably depending on the populations and historical episodes emphasized in 
classrooms. For instance, Mr. Valun spent much of his time studying Africa examining 
Ethiopia in the context of rebuffing Italy’s colonial machinations. Mr. Roberts spoke to 
the agency of South Africans in the context of apartheid and the movement in opposition 
to it. Lastly, Ms. Simpson introduced the Rwandan Genocide and the actions of the Hutu 
and Tutsi peoples. Due to the dissimilarities between peoples discussed and topics taught, 
agency among African populations was not uniformly defined across classrooms. 
 Ethiopian agency. Mr. Valun devoted much attention to Ethiopians and their 
successes in avoiding the onslaught of imperial conquest. Mr. Valun characterized 
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Ethiopians as actively deflecting imperialism by arming themselves with a modern 
military arsenal. When discussing Ethiopian nationalism, he explained, “So this is 
Ethiopia here in the Horn of Africa and Ethiopia was the one nation that through military 
force was able to maintain its independence during the scramble for Africa, during the 
age of imperialism” and “the Ethiopians are actually a well trained army and the 
Ethiopians proceed to wipe the floor with the Italians in one of the biggest 
embarrassments in Italian history.” By framing Ethiopia’s military victories against the 
Italians as unique among African peoples who, elsewhere, were unable to repel 
Europeans, Mr. Valun discussed Ethiopians as having been historical actors capable of 
successfully wielding military might. Moreover, he also depicted the Ethiopian military 
as procuring modern weaponry. In this way, Ethiopians appeared in this particular 
classroom discourse to be adept at maintaining sovereignty against foreign onslaught and 
also of being savvy enough to attain the technology necessary to safeguard self-rule. 
 South African agency. In teaching South African history, Mr. Roberts introduced 
the agency of both White and Black South Africans. In the context of apartheid, Mr. 
Roberts represented White South Africans as acting to protect their privileged positions 
in society through use of legal and violent action. This was accomplished by calling 
attention to instances when police officers resorted to force to quell anti-apartheid 
protests. In contradistinction, Mr. Roberts spoke to the agency of Black South Africans 
by illuminating their actions as protestors and those seeking political change through 
peaceful tactics.  
 These divergent forms of violent and peaceful agency of different South African 
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communities coexisted in many of Mr. Roberts’ discursive acts. For instance, he had 
students look at pictures depicting scenes of apartheid. When looking at an image of 
Blacks shot by police, Mr. Roberts told students, “there are sixty-nine protesters who are 
killed by police and… Many were shot in the back” and “It was a peaceful protest 
comprised in that group, comprised in that group were students, mainly students and 
professors… It is imperative that you remember that these folks are unarmed. It is 
imperative that you remember that it is peaceful.” Here, Mr. Roberts produced a 
dichotomy between violent and peaceful agency between two populations with interests 
in maintaining or changing the political status quo and its implications for racial equality. 
Mr. Roberts did not only emphasize the agency of Whites and Blacks in South Africa in 
terms of their political concerns. Instead, he put much more emphasis on their tactics and 
the form of action taken in promotion of political objectives. 
 Rwandan agency. In Ms. Simpson’s class, the Hutu and Tutsi peoples were both 
depicted as active agents in the Rwanda before and during the genocide there. Discussing 
the crystallization of fault lines between the communities, Ms. Simpson explained that 
either group tended to marry within their respective community, transforming social 
classes into racial identifications. Additionally, she did not confine her discussion of 
racial categorization to a European imposition. Instead, she went to great lengths to 
present the Hutus and Tutsis as peoples who actively appropriated these categories, 
internalizing them to the point of appearing to be immutable and natural rather than 
contrived identities produced according to 19th century European pseudo-sciences. She 
stated in a lecture that focused on racial theory and collective identity, “So what we have, 
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best as I can tell the story, is that initially it was a primarily social and economic 
distinction and gradually turned into a biological, racial or physical distinction” and “The 
Tutsi on the other hand are gonna start to some extent buying into this. They are gonna 
start seeing themselves as having been superior, historically speaking.” Hutus and Tutsis 
continued to be depicted as active agents during the civil war and genocide. While 
emphasizing the actions of the Hutus as the primary perpetrators of the genocide, Ms. 
Simpson discussed with students the actions of either community in engaging in violent 
behavior.  
 Ms. Simpson provided two particularly different forms of agency found among 
Hutus and Tutsis during the historical period in question. In addition to the agency of 
genocidal violence, she also examined the agency of identity construction. This form of 
group action, in terms of conceptualizing a community, establishing communal 
boundaries, and internalizing a sense of irreproachable identification was another way in 
which Ms. Simpson used her classroom discourse to depict various Rwandan 
communities as active in her narrations. 
Passivation  
 Contrary to these various instances when teachers presented African and Middle 
Eastern populations as active agents, there were numerous moments when teachers’ 
discourse cast certain communities as passive and subjected to the will of other groups. 
For van Leeuwen (2008), passivation is “when they are represented as undergoing the 
activity, or as being ‘at the receiving end of it’” (p. 11). Often, the same groups who at 
certain intervals in lessons were presented as active were, at other points, depicted as 
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passive. This held true across classrooms and lessons on both the Middle East and Africa. 
As with backgrounding as a form of exclusion in historical narratives, groups depicted as 
passive are present in discourse albeit in a secondary capacity to those who are 
represented as primary actors as they serve as the objects of other peoples’ deeds. 
 Middle Eastern passivity. Regarding the Middle East, the various populations 
across the region were often framed as being on the receiving end of external agency. 
This came both in the form of European and American interventions and, also, intra-
regional action of one population towards another.  
 Ms. Simpson spent much of her unit on the Modern Middle East discussing 
European involvement in the region from the First World War onwards. She did this by 
presenting the League of Nations as the architect of the region’s contemporary statehood 
configuration. For Ms. Simpson, the advent of the Mandates in the Middle East after the 
First World War was an imposition of European agency upon the inhabitants of the 
region. She presented the various populations who were under the aegis of the mandatory 
system as passively receiving the will of Europeans.  
 Arab passivity. This parallels Ms. Marshall’s discussion of the same time period 
wherein she also presented Arabs as passive. After reading and discussing excerpts from 
the Hussein-McMahon Correspondence, she told the class, “Many colonies fought for the 
colonial powers during one or both of the world wars with some big promise for 
independence at the end that doesn’t come. So, France takes control of Syria and 
Lebanon. Britain takes control of Palestine and Iraq.” Here, Ms. Marshall does not render 
the Arabs who fought alongside the Allies during World War One as consistently passive. 
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Instead, she mentions their earlier active agency during the war and passivity in the post-
war years once they were denied sovereignty. 
 Iranian passivity. Teachers also spoke of Iranians as passive when discussing the 
removal of Mosaddegh in Iran. Mr. Wheaton discussed the role of the United States in 
removing Mosaddegh from Iran with Iranians appearing as passive in his ousting. This 
was shortly followed by his discussion of the installation of the Shah in Iran once 
Mosaddegh was removed. The removal of Mosaddegh was also emphasized in Ms. 
Simpson’s class, discussed as being done to subvert socialist tendencies while promoting 
friendly regimes in the fight against communism. Even while Mosaddegh was introduced 
as an active historical agent in these lessons, the Iranian people, more generally, tended to 
be discussed passively and on the receiving end of political decisions made and executed 
by external parties. It is factually accurate that the United States played a pivotal role in 
the ousting of Mosaddegh. However, when discussed, teachers presented Iranians in a 
manner that did not mention them as being active or relevant in this narrative. 
 Palestinian passivity. Teachers often introduced Palestinians as being on the 
receiving end of Israeli agency. Ms. Simpson presented Palestinians as displaced from 
their homes after 1947. Her discussion of Palestinian refugees positioned them as acted 
upon through dispossession. Ms. Marshall and Mr. Healey also dealt with Palestinians in 
their discourse as passive agents in their narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. In 
her last lesson of the unit, Ms. Marshall discussed the contemporary blockade on the 
Gaza Strip during a PowerPoint presentation, stating, “So, the ongoing blockade has, 
according to the United Nations, affected the most vulnerable population in Gaza.” 
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Similarly, Mr. Healey called attention to the ways Israelis have expanded their possession 
of territory at the expense of Palestinians. He explained, “So this territory is seized by 
Israel. This was all Palestine and now this whole section’s gone, right.” In this statement, 
Israel is engaged in expansionist actions whereas the Palestinians are encroached upon 
and not discussed with commensurate or any form of agency in this relationship. By 
presenting Palestinians as passive in these accounts, teachers excluded narratives that 
could have revealed Palestinian responses to these situations. 
 Iraqi passivity. Ms. Simpson presented Iraqis as being acted upon by American 
forces when discussing the controversial offenses committed at the Abu Ghraib prison. 
Ms. Simpson identified prisoners as being subjected to various forms of torture that were 
physically grueling and culturally offensive. She presented her class with a litany of 
torture techniques, stating,  
Lot of the sort of enhanced interrogation techniques that were practiced at 
Guantanamo that we talked about yesterday are also practiced at Abu Ghraib so 
the short shackling, the sleep deprivation, the other, like, exposure to intense light 
and intense noise designed to make prisoners break down, even more troubling, 
there's some really, really degrading things, especially for many prisoners who 
were pretty strict Muslims and have pretty strict regulations surrounding the 
contact between unrelated men and women. 
These various examples of the passivity of Middle Eastern populations in these 
discourses across classrooms often introduced populations as the objects of other 
peoples’ actions.  
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 African passivity. Classes devoted to the study of African populations also were 
replete with instances of teachers presenting these groups as passive. Referencing 
European imperialist powers when describing the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 to 
students, he explained, “They divided up Africa, the Europeans did. Of course, there were 
no Africans there but they decided who would get what part of Arica.” In this statement, 
Mr. Valun spoke critically of European imperialism as something detrimental to Africa. 
In his concluding comments to students after they completed a simulation of the Berlin 
Conference, he stated, “so much of the political landscape in Africa was determined by 
people who knew nothing about Africa.” Mr. Valun’s discourse on European colonialism 
and imperialism tended to be critical of the jingoistic nature of these ventures. Even still, 
at certain junctures, his narrative privileged European agency at the expense of that of 
Africans. In this sense, Mr. Valun’s portrayal of Europeans was not very flattering. Yet, 
in calling attention to what he considered to be the problematic nature of European 
involvement in world affairs, Mr. Valun did not always do so in a manner that imbued 
Africans in her discourse with an agency of their own. Indicting Europeans of historical 
wrongdoing in his discourse did not necessarily illuminate accounts of Africans that 
spoke to their experiences under imperialism. While portrayed sympathetically as being 
exploited, Mr. Valun’s statements during this lesson did not necessarily broach or affirm 
actions taken by Africans in the lands claimed in by the representatives at the Berlin 
Conference. Without expressing the agency of all parties, even those colonized, historical 
knowledge appears to favor certain communities while relegating others to the backdrop 
of the past. 
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  Rwandan passivity. Ms. Simpson went to great lengths to explain how Hutus 
and Tutsis came to have a sense of ownership of racial categories. She also spoke to how 
these ideas were imported from Europe and interrupted previously existing communal 
affiliations. In this respect, Ms. Simpson did not ascribe sole European responsibility in 
the permeation of racial identification among the Hutu and Tutsi peoples. Even still, there 
was a tension between representing these groups as active and passive agents in her 
discourse. For example, Ms. Simpson spoke at length about the various machinations 
employed by the Belgians in establishing their protracted influence in Rwanda when 
explaining,  
They make a couple of critical changes to the governments. One of those changes 
they are going to require all government officials must be Tutsi. And that’s based 
on their racist assumptions that the difference between the Hamitic and Negroid 
races, about the difference between the Hutu and Tutsi people. So they are gonna 
start displacing the minorities of Hutu people who did hold government positions, 
and replacing them with Tutsis.  
In articulating the intricate manner in which Belgium came to involve itself in Rwandan 
political affairs, the Hutu and Tutsi peoples are discussed as passive. There is not a sense 
of tension, resistance, or countermovement within the population that Ms. Simpson 
reveals to students. Instead, Belgium implements its political agenda unfettered by any 
amount of Hutu or Tutsi interference.  
 South African passivity. Mr. Roberts discussed the legal restrictions placed upon 
Black South Africans by the White minority in a manner that often promoted White 
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agency over that of the Black community. As was seen earlier, this does not mean that 
Mr. Roberts’ discourse was devoid of reference to Black active agency. Instead, he 
vacillated between discussing Black South Africans as taking action to promote political 
change while at other times being the recipients of legal action that curtailed their 
equality. In presenting these laws, Mr. Roberts often spoke of Black South Africans as 
passive agents. This was acutely the case when explaining the confinement of Blacks to 
certain designated areas and other limitations placed on the population’s mobility in 
accordance with the laws that undergirded apartheid. This was emphasized when Mr. 
Roberts described the “homeland reserves.” In doing so, there were certain instances 
when Mr. Roberts discussed apartheid in a manner that positioned Whites as active and 
Blacks as those receiving the actions of the ruling minority. 
Exclusion and Agency as Related to Otherness  
 The narratives teachers developed that presented African and Middle Eastern 
populations in a passive role are not factually inaccurate. However, constructing 
discourse in this way privileges the roles played by certain communities at the expense of 
others. While it is undeniable that in accounts of intergroup relations, such as conflict, 
certain groups will be more empowered than others, this does not mean that the 
disempowered parties do not respond to the agency of other communities. Therefore, 
even in accounts of communal displacement or political overhauls, for example, the 
potential still exists for all historical actors to be depicted as active agents. When 
communities are not shown to be contributors to historical developments, their narratives 
may be deemphasized. This has the effect of minimizing acknowledgement of their 
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perspective and multidimensional representations that could result. 
 Decisions are made by those who construct knowledge, in particular historical 
narratives, which have implications on the representation of the historical actors within 
them. These decisions may not always be deliberate or conscious.  Because historical 
knowledge is a distilled representation and not a comprehensive or objective 
reconstruction of the past, discourse is inevitably replete with subjectivities that confound 
the attempt at arriving at unimpeachable definitive conclusions. Whether, as historians 
writing or teachers speaking, those responsible for articulating an understanding of the 
past and historical actors are in a position to reconstitute the significance of facts and, in 
doing so, imbue them with meaning that is not necessarily the sole or universally 
accepted way of understanding.  
 In discourse, the raw and inert facts are selected and arranged so that the 
cacophony of the past may appear to possess a coherent and intelligible order. Yet, this 
ordering is not natural or neutral. Certain narratives will privilege particular voices and 
perspectives while others are displaced and silenced.  
 In the case of exclusion and agency, it is evident that narratives can either make 
certain historical actors the focal point of knowledge or relegate them to the periphery or 
background. In such instances, determinations are made regarding the manner to depict 
people. Moreover, determining which populations’ deeds to emphasize has implications 
of who is depicted as driving a historical narrative forward.  
 As these teachers introduced narratives of Africa and the Middle East, there was a 
tension regarding whether and how teachers introduced the agency of historical actors. 
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There was not a particular tendency for any teacher to consistently or entirely favor a 
group as active or passive agents. Instead, this often fluctuated depending on the 
narratives selected and the historical episodes in question.  
 The treatment of people as passive agents is not necessarily something that was 
done disparagingly. In some instances, it is unavoidable. Imperialism and colonialism, as 
topics of discourse, necessitate a framework that explains one group’s political 
domination of another. Even still, those on the receiving end of such intergroup relations 
could have their responses noted in a narrative that casts them as active agents. For 
instance, just as Mr. Roberts introduced Black South Africans as resisting apartheid and 
Mr. Valun described Ethiopian determination to maintain sovereignty, narratives that 
could have exclusively featured one group’s active agency and another’s passivity were 
broached in a manner that depicted agency among all parties. Understanding the 
narratives teachers selected in their classroom discourse and their treatment of historical 
actors within these narratives establishes a foundation through which otherness, as a form 
of representing African and Middle Eastern populations, can be better understood.  
Classifying African and Middle Eastern Populations  
 Within historical narratives, historical actors may be categorized. Part of the 
process of representing social actors that may lead to or challenge perceptions of 
otherness is the classifications used to categorize communities. Classifications can take 
many forms but as van Leeuwen (2008) reminds they are “historically and culturally 
variable (p. 20).” He also explains, “In the case of classification, social actors are referred 
to in terms of the major categories by means of which a given society or institution 
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differentiates between classes of people. In the West, these now include age, gender, 
provenance, class, wealth, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and so on (p. 20).” 
In representing African and Middle Eastern populations, groups were classified in many 
ways. Most predominant were national, racial, and religious classifications. Beyond these 
classifications, numerous other ones were introduced that cast groups in various binary 
configurations. These binary classifications included aggressor and defender; culturally 
sophisticated, advanced, and powerful or culturally deficient; and victim and victimizer. 
 As teachers classified certain African and Middle Eastern communities, 
occasionally, their discourse would include appraisements that not only situated various 
peoples within certain categories but also resulted in overt judgment being passed about 
the group and the behavior of the whole or certain individuals within. With these 
classifications and appraisements in mind, it is possible to determine whether teachers’ 
portrayed populations in a manner that challenged or reinforced notions of otherness. 
Situating a community in a category is not a neutral act. Instead, it entails a determination 
with implicit or explicit judgment. For instance, when a community that employs militant 
action is referred to as “terrorists” or “freedom-fighters,” unstated stances are being 
adopted depending on the preferred terminology. Selecting a term and ascribing it to a 
particular community has implications for understanding, as these are not neutral 
commentaries but, rather, constructions contingent upon one’s own position. 
Teacher Discourse that Problematizes Classifications 
 Not all teacher discourse classified African and Middle Eastern communities 
definitively and without reservation. Some of the teachers were explicit with their 
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students in discussing classifications as socially dependent and subject to the vantage 
point of those ascribing them. This took the form of critically questioning the 
classifications associated with certain populations. Otherness is the product of presenting 
communities in reductive and absolutist terms. It entails ascribing essences to entire 
communities. By disclosing to students in classroom discourse that classifying 
communities can be problematic confounds the rigidity of understanding necessitated to 
promote representations of otherness. 
 Classifications and connotations. Ms. Marshall juxtaposed terms associated with 
certain behaviors that hold a positive or negative connotation, often asking students to 
unpack their meaning. She reminded students during one exercise, “We’ve talked about 
the black and white issue of history,” and, “one man’s terrorist is another man’s 
nationalist.” Using the classifications of “terrorist” and “nationalist” as terms antithetical 
in meaning to describe similar actions, Ms. Marshall underscored her notion that student 
must remain cognizant of the subtexts to classifications. This was particularly 
pronounced when Ms. Marshall was discussing the disputed classifications associated 
with Palestinians. In this instance, Ms. Marshall asked her class, “What else could you 
call them? What's a little less weighted? Rebels, radicals, guerrillas… there's different 
ideas about what they're doing regardless of whether we agree with them or not but 
there's different definitions of what they're doing.” Here, Ms. Marshall explicitly 
discusses with students the relativism inherent in issuing classifications. Moreover, she 
does not conclude whether the actions of Palestinians involved in militant behavior are 
terroristic or liberatory. Instead, she positioned Palestinians as exemplars of the 
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ambiguity found in trying to speak in definitive terms when situating a population within 
a preexisting scheme of social categorization. 
 Classifications as contingent upon perspective. Ms. Simpson explicitly spoke 
of the contingent nature of classifications in her classroom. She often explained the ways 
in which Muslims were presented in political rhetoric and the media without endorsing 
these views as accurate or the sole ways of understanding Muslims. She introduced the 
concept of Islamophobia and the misconceptions surrounding Muslims that foment it. In 
doing so, she did not represent Muslims in the manner that promoted Islamophobia. 
Instead, she asked students to critically evaluate them and dismissed these perceptions as 
misguided. This was evident in a lecture on the United States after September 11, 2001 
when stating, “Alright, point number one that I’m going to make about what happens in 
the United States after 9/11 begins with the word Islamophobia.” Ms. Simpson then went 
on to describe the reaction by many people in the United States during the debate 
regarding the “Ground Zero Mosque.”  
[D]evelopers in New York City proposed the construction of an Islamic cultural 
center at a site in downtown Manhattan near Ground Zero, near the former World 
Trade Center… it wasn't going to be a mosque. It wasn't going to be a house of 
worship. It was going to be a large cultural center that would have included a 
prayer room but also a movie theater, some museum and gallery spaces, some 
meeting rooms, an auditorium, that kind of stuff, and massive protests erupted 
sometimes based on this understanding, sometimes based on straight up fear of 
Islam, based on these perceptions which become more widespread and virulent 
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since 9/11 that Islam is a religion of hate and that Islam is a religion of 
intolerance.  
Explaining people’s grievances with the proposed cultural center in close proximity to the 
footprint of the former World Trade Center, Ms. Simpson stated that “fear of Islam” and 
the belief that “Islam is a religion of intolerance” fueled some of the opposition.  
 Ms. Simpson did not validate this particular perspective on Islam and Muslims. 
Instead, she introduced it as a salient instance of the tendency for classifications to be the 
product of misunderstanding and animosity. In that way, she did not endorse 
Islamophobic classifications of Islam as violent or intolerant. Instead, she asked students 
to remain alert to the ways Islam and Muslims are represented in order to become more 
aware of the problematic nature of certain forms of representation and understanding that 
may breed its own form of demonization and, in turn, intolerance.  
 Classifications as ways to demean. Mr. Valun asked his students to be sensitive 
to the ways in which Europeans represented Middle Eastern and African populations 
during imperialism. During an activity whereby he had students match terms, pictures, 
and definitions, he brought attention to Orientalism and paternalism as demeaning forms 
of classifying peoples in Africa and the Middle East as inferior to their European 
counterparts. In an aside to a student during a small group activity, Mr. Valun explained 
that Orientalism, “refers to like looking at the culture of like the Middle East and East 
Asia and kind of like stereotyping.” He made a parallel statement about paternalism 
towards African peoples and the assumption that they were in need of benevolent 
intervention by Europeans. During a small group activity whereby students were asked to 
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answer the question, “What are the benefits of direct and indirect control for the 
imperialists?” a student asked, “What is paternalism?” Mr. Valun explained to this 
student, “Paternal means like relating to the father so it's like the imperialists would try to 
be fatherly towards the natives…The idea was that they were so uncivilized and they 
didn't know how to take care of themselves.” Again, Mr. Valun did not promote 
Orientalist or paternalistic ways of understanding African or Middle Eastern peoples. 
Instead, he remained aware of the ways peoples can be discussed without endorsing such 
characterizations. Instead, these teachers used defaming representations to illuminate the 
prejudices that may undergird classifications when discussing peoples considered as 
outside of one’s own community. Therefore, classifications were not only issued but also 
challenged and evaluated in order to expose their role in othering certain populations. 
 Classifications and constructing collective identity. Akin to discussing the 
culturally contingent nature of classifications, some teachers were conscious of the 
constructed nature of collective identity in their classroom discourse. Whereas Ms. 
Marshall found fault with classifying populations in ways that precluded other forms of 
understanding, Ms. Simpson and Mr. Valun went further than this by informing students 
of the constructed nature of social identities. In doing so, identities were not presented to 
students as fixed or absolute. Instead, demarcations between groups were shown as social 
productions rather than indisputable biological realities.  
 Constructed identities in Rwanda. Ms. Simpson was most explicit about this 
when studying the relations between communities in Rwanda during the Genocide Unit. 
In this unit, she posted the following questions to her class, “How do you know that 
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somebody is a member of a particular ethnic group?” and “Is it always one hundred 
percent like inherited from God and God wrote down on a stone tablet?” While Ms. 
Simpson afforded students the opportunity to speculate and answer these questions, she 
established clear parameters for the study of racial identity in Rwanda when stating in her 
subsequent lecture, “So I’m gonna argue that they are socially constructed.” Regarding 
the Hutus and Tutsis, Ms. Simpson explained that the meaning of the terms evolved from 
class distinctions into racial identities, thereby demonstrating the dynamic 
transformations that identity undergoes. By contending that racial identity is constructed 
and not biological or immutable, Ms. Simpson was explicit in presenting collective 
identity as a historical phenomenon rather than an eternal condition.  
 Constructed national identity in Ethiopia. Parallel to this was Mr. Valun’s 
discussion of national identity in Ethiopia. In these lessons, Mr. Valun emphasized the 
manifold mechanisms of inculcating national identity. He told his class, “Nationalism, 
you start learning about nationalism before you even know anything” and “It’s not 
something that’s born inside of you.” In the context of Ethiopia, Mr. Valun did not 
dismiss the longstanding cultural heritage found among those subscribing to this national 
form of collective belonging. Instead, he stressed the fact that national identity, as a form 
of collective identification, is a distinctly modern permutation. In this way, his discourse 
was imbued with an awareness that identity is subject to change and being reconfigured 
over time with allegiances expanding and contracting depending on circumstance. 
 Discrediting Palestinian identity as constructed. Mr. Wheaton also once tacitly 
broached this understanding of collective identity being constructed rather than inherent. 
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Unlike Ms. Simpson and Mr. Valun who described racial and national forms of identity 
as constructed in order to emphasize the shifting social realities found across societies, 
Mr. Wheaton used this concept to undermine Palestinian claims. Therefore, Mr. 
Wheaton’s discourse employed this understanding of identity not as a lesson itself but 
rather as a vehicle to promote another lesson. When discussing the advent of Zionism and 
the settlement of Palestine by Jews in the early 20th century, Mr. Wheaton informed 
students that no Palestinian national identity existed. He lectured, “There is no Palestinian 
ethnicity at this point. Any Arabs who were there typically are associated with any of 
these nations that will be created in the 20th century” and, later in the same lesson, “So, 
Palestine is not a nation. Palestine is a region.” In Mr. Wheaton’s discourse, informing 
students that national identities are constructed was used to dismiss the historical 
assertion made by Palestinians that they are a nation deserving of sovereignty in their 
own land.  
 Mr. Wheaton’s use of this concept is markedly dissimilar from Ms. Simpson and 
Mr. Valun. They discussed identity construction more generally and applied it evenly 
throughout their lessons. However, Mr. Wheaton did not discuss collective identity as a 
social construct rather than an immutable reality. Only in the example of Palestinian 
identity did he interject with this sort of statement, which was not applied to Israeli 
identity. Even still, in all these instances, these teachers openly discussed with students 
the contingent nature of ascribing classifications and the constructed nature of collective 
forms of identification.  
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Relying on Classifications in Teacher Discourse 
 Although certain caveats regarding the subjectivities inherent in classifications 
punctuated their discourse, teachers did continue to rely heavily on classifications that 
appeared to be taken for granted and not subject to further scrutiny. Even while 
reminding students that classifications are often contingent upon perspective and not 
neutral declarations, teachers often relied on classifications that were an extension of the 
narratives told. By privileging certain narratives, the classifications available to teachers 
in their discourse were often restricted to those that fit the narrative framework. The 
following classifications typified teachers’ classroom discourse and were used in when 
discussing African and Middle Eastern populations. However, the connotations of these 
classifications fluctuated across classrooms. Even as teachers relied on the same 
terminology, terms were often employed with notably different associations.  
 Racial classifications. Racial classifications were particularly pronounced when 
discussing Africa. In Ms. Simpson’s class, racial classifications were explicitly and 
repeatedly discussed as social products rather than biological realities. Unlike this, Mr. 
Roberts addressed race as something self-evident and did not question or challenge this in 
his discourse. For instance, in Mr. Roberts’ unit on apartheid in South Africa, race was 
discussed in the context of inequality and legal status between segments of the South 
African populace. Mr. Roberts’ introduced the legal classifications employed by the 
White minority. Mr. Roberts explained during a PowerPoint presentation, “The 
population now is about fifty-four million people. And the percentages, ok, what’s this, 
seventy percent Black, nine percent Colored.” Throughout the unit, Mr. Roberts 
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discussed the various forms of maltreatment Black and Colored South Africans had been 
subjected to under apartheid. This continued with his discussion of the fear among White 
South Africans brought on by the Anti-Apartheid Movement that power dynamics would 
be reversed in a South Africa unfettered by apartheid. In providing students with a unit 
concentrating entirely on legal inequalities defined by racial classifications, Mr. Roberts 
did not appeal to students to examine the nature of race as a form of ordering. Instead, 
race served as something not to be critically investigated as it was in Ms. Simpson’s 
classroom discourse.  
 Religious classifications. Teachers relied on religious classifications as a means 
of categorizing the various populations throughout Africa and the Middle East. Across 
classrooms, topics, and historical periods, religion was reoccurring as a way of 
identifying certain communities and representing them. As with race, teachers discussed 
religious classifications differently. They ascribed different meaning and associations 
when describing various religious communities. 
 Muslims. Teachers’ discussions on both Africa and the Middle East often invoked 
Muslims as peoples whose history merited attention. Mr. Valun’s unit on the Golden Age 
of Islam had limited attention on the ethnic background of Muslims and instead focused 
on religious identity. Mr. Valun’s discussions on Muslims introduced members of this 
faith community in various fashions. For instance, he discussed Muslims as people who 
made pilgrimages. When discussing the Haj to Mecca in the context of studying Mansa 
Musa’s journey from Africa, Mr. Valun stated when introducing the lesson’s objectives, 
“Yeah, it’s the pilgrimage, right. It’s the journey that they have to make, all Muslims 
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have to take to Mecca, once in their lives, at least once in their lives.” While in this 
example Mr. Valun described the behavior of Muslims as an extension of Islam and its 
associated rituals, Muslims also appeared in his classroom as people engaged in secular 
actions as well such as establishing political rule in the form of empires and engaging in 
trade across continents.  
 Mr. Wheaton’s focus on Muslims tended to concentrate more on political and 
militant populations and their actions. He often invoked the establishment of a theocratic 
regime in Iran and the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan as examples of political and militant 
Muslims. Regarding the ascent of Iran’s theocratic government during the country’s 
revolution in the late 1970s, Mr. Wheaton considered this to be “the beginning of a series 
of theocracies, governments that are controlled by the religious elite in that area.” 
Relatedly, Mr. Wheaton presented the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan as Muslims engaged 
in a struggle against the occupying Soviet military. In describing the Mujahedeen to his 
class during a lecture, he stated, “So these are people not only from Afghanistan but also 
from the Arab world to fight against the Soviet Union.” Mr. Wheaton continued,  
The were Muslims. Now, we might say that they were extremists but if they're 
extremists fighting against the Soviet Union than they were good extremists, 
right… they're Muslims, they're rebels… their goal was to fight against a 
repressive force. 
Again, Mr. Wheaton refers to the Mujahedeen as “Muslims,” “extremists,” and “rebels,” 
furthering the association of Muslims with militant action. Even still, in the context of 
this United States history course, Mr. Wheaton features the Mujahedeen as “good 
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extremists” because the Soviet Union was a common adversary of this group and the 
United States.  
 Ms. Simpson also often discussed historical episodes involving Muslims. Ms. 
Simpson also discussed the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan. Unlike Mr. Wheaton who 
framed the Mujahedeen as a militant group compelled to act because of their religious 
identification, Ms. Simpson cast them as outliers among Muslims for their interpretation 
of jihad. Ms. Simpson devoted part of her discourse on the Mujahedeen to disentangling 
associations between Muslims, extremism, and radicalism. She did this by explaining to 
students the ways in which the majority of Muslims understand the concept of jihad 
versus its application by the Mujahedeen. When lecturing on the Mujahedeen, Ms. 
Simpson explained, 
Literally, Mujahedeen translates to ones engaged in jihad… most Muslims will 
tell you that jihad means struggle and that waging jihad is not usually violent. In 
fact, it's often used to refer to a struggle to improve yourself… However, if you 
are on kind of the extreme wing of Islam, then jihad literally means holy war and 
among a small but very, very influential group of Muslims they interpret the 
Quran in a way that requires them to fight a war to defend and spread Islam. 
In a later lesson discussing al-Qaida and September 11, 2001, Ms. Simpson elaborated on 
her distinction between various interpretations of jihad among Muslims when stating, 
“Jihad’s the effort to improve yourself or your society or improve your community. Does 
that necessarily mean highjack airplanes and fly them into the World Trade Center? 
Nah.” This continued when explaining to students the form of Islam practiced by the 
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Taliban. In this lesson, she stated, “They espouse a really radical version of Islam which 
really does not leave a lot of scope for, you know, human rights or human freedom or 
feminism as we know it in the West.” In these lessons, Ms. Simpson disentangled the 
interpretations of jihad found among the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden, 
and al-Qaida from that of the majority of Muslims.  
 Ms. Simpson’s use of Muslim as a classification for a population of study in class 
was punctuated with language that did not render Muslims as solely or primarily 
extremists or radicals. This differed from Mr. Wheaton whose lessons that invoked 
Muslims did so without discussing the variations of religiosity and politics among 
Muslims throughout the world. However, Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson both had 
lessons that referenced or revolved around Muslims in examples of conflict, terrorism, 
and violence. Even while repeatedly disclosing to students that the majority of Muslims 
condemn and are not involved in radical interpretations of Islam and terroristic activities, 
Ms. Simpson continued to circumscribe her discussions of Muslims to topics that 
represented groups such as the Mujahedeen, al-Qaida, and the Taliban without any 
substantive or commensurate attention paid to the majority of Muslims. She repeatedly 
informed her students that religious interpretations of Islam espoused by the Mujahedeen, 
al-Qaida, and the Taliban are representative of a minority of Muslims and not indicative 
of many other permutations of Islamic thought. In this way, she did not confine 
discussions of Muslims to associations with radicalism. However, even in disclosing that 
these are minority positions, Ms. Simpson did not provide commensurate attention to 
other Muslim communities. Therefore, her disclaimers were not coupled with any 
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substantive study of Muslim communities outside of those designated as radical and 
outliers.  
 Jews and Christians. Teachers referred to Jews in a number of their lessons but 
rarely referenced Christians. Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healey, Ms. Simpson, and Mr. Wheaton 
discussed Jews in the context of European persecution and the conflicts in the Middle 
East with Arab neighbors and Palestinians. In this way, Jews were depicted as being 
stateless and victimized, politically aspirational, and sovereign and empowered. Contrary 
to this, Christians in Africa and the Middle East were rarely mentioned. Mr. Valun was 
the only teacher to explicitly discuss Christians as a community residing in either region. 
He did this in the context of Ethiopian nationalism. In this respect, Christianity was one 
of the cultural adhesive agents that helped the concept of a national identity crystalize in 
Ethiopia. Mr. Valun explained,  
Lots of African nations are Christian but most of the time the Christianity was 
brought with the imperialists. So, it was introduced to them late. Ethiopian 
orthodox Christianity has been around for thousands of years and people in 
Ethiopia even claim that the Ethiopian emperors are even descended from the 
Queen of Sheba who you guys may know about if you've studied the bible at all.. 
The Christians that Mr. Valun explicitly discussed were those who had preserved and 
practiced the faith for thousands of years rather than those who were more recent 
converts. Mr. Valun did introduce Christians during his lessons on the Crusades but the 
Ethiopian Christians were the only group in Africa that he discussed. In doing so, he 
established a connection between national and religious classifications, thereby 
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showcasing to students the interwoven nature of classifications. By connecting 
Christianity with Ethiopian national identity, Mr. Valun did not treat certain 
classifications as discrete but rather as overlapping and interconnected.  
 Classifications of intergroup relations. Unlike racial or religious classifications, 
teachers often presented communities in binary terms of interconnectedness. Due to the 
tendency for many of the narratives teachers employed to revolve around intergroup 
relations, many of the classifications were the product of this conception of the past. The 
reoccurring binaries of aggressor and defender, victim and victimizer, and culturally 
sophisticated or culturally deficient were pronounced because of the narratives selected. 
Had other narratives of Africa and the Middle East been more frequently discussed, these 
binary classifications may not have been central to the ways in which teachers 
represented communities in their discourse. There was a tension in teachers’ discourse 
within and across classrooms as many communities were depicted as belonging to either 
side of the binary classification depending on historical circumstances.  
 These classifications were often appropriately consistent with the narratives 
constructed in classrooms. However, due to the tendency for narratives to emphasize 
conflict and enmity, the availability of appropriate classifications was restricted. 
Therefore, the possibilities for representing and describing African and Middle Eastern 
communities were arrested. Had other narratives been more pronounced in teachers’ 
discourse, African and Middle Eastern populations could have been classified in 
alternative forms. For instance, while it may be entirely appropriate to frame certain 
communities as victims or victimizers in the context of a narrative of conflict, these 
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categories do not necessarily exhaust all potential ways of framing a given community 
and its experiences. Therefore, teachers’ decisions when classifying African and Middle 
Eastern populations are not necessarily inappropriate. Instead, they often privileged 
certain representations while displacing alternative ones that could have allowed for more 
multidimensionality when discussing African and Middle Eastern peoples.   
 Aggressors and defenders. Teachers classified multiple communities as 
aggressors. Ms. Simpson spoke of both Jewish Zionists in Palestine and Palestinian Arabs 
as being aggressors during the Interwar Years as both communities launched revolts 
directed against the British Mandatory Authority and towards one another. Ms. Simpson 
lectured,  
The Jewish people in Palestine are also going to get increasingly impatient. So 
from 1939-48 there's also going to be something known uncreatively as the 
Jewish Revolt, in which… a number of extremist Zionist organizations in 
Palestine from '39 on who take some, violent and fairly extreme measures against 
both Arabs and British officials saying 'listen, you promised us this national 
homeland. 
There is some ambiguity in Ms. Simpson’s language as Jewish Zionists are represented as 
resorting to militarism in defense of their sovereign aspirations. In this respect, it is 
unclear whether she is classifying “extremist” Zionists as aggressors in stoking conflict or 
defenders in resorting to military action to protect their political rights.  
 There was much less ambiguity in classifications of Israel’s Arab neighbors as 
aggressors in 1948 and subsequent wars. Mr. Wheaton made repeated mention of Arab 
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countries attacking Israel upon its declaration of independence. Ms. Simpson also noted 
the Arab aggression directed towards Israel in 1948 and afterwards when lecturing, “So 
the Arab states surrounding Israel declare war on Israel. As soon as Israel’s created they 
fight for about a year then the armistice is signed in 1949.” Similarly, Ms. Marshall’s 
narrative of the Israeli-Arab Conflict also situated Arab nations as aggressors, particularly 
in 1973. She explained during a PowerPoint lecture,  
So, in 1973, the next year, Egypt and Syria organize a surprise attack on Israel on 
Yom Kippur, the holiest Jewish holiday, the Day of Atonement which is also 
during the month of Ramadan, the annual Muslim month of fasting.  
 Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson also classified Saddam Hussein as an aggressor. 
Ms. Simpson referenced Saddam’s invasion of Iran after coming to power in Iraq. In 
discussing the Invasion of Iran and Kuwait, the use of chemical weapons, and the 
launching of rockets to Israel, Mr. Wheaton invoked Holocaust rhetoric to underscore this 
point. He told his class, “Saddam Hussein represented a threat in the same way that Hitler 
represented a threat and nothing was done in the ‘30s and because of that a war had to 
happen. He chose to make the war happen.” Mr. Wheaton’s classification of Saddam 
Hussein as an aggressor akin to Adolf Hitler was in the context of the decision by 
President Bush to launch Operation Desert Storm. Reliance on Hitler as a point of 
comparison evokes Holocaust memory. Such a discursive decision is devoid of any 
consideration for the differences between these two leaders or the severity of their actions 
towards those whom they directed their military might. 
 In contradistinction, teachers also classified peoples as defenders who may have 
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resorted to military means but did so in response to an act of aggression perpetrated by 
another community. Mr. Valun framed Ethiopians as defenders against an Italian imperial 
onslaught. He called attention to the machinations of Menelik II in bolstering Ethiopia’s 
military arsenal with modern weaponry capable of repelling an attack. Mr. Valun 
explained during a lesson whereby he had collectively students examine a painting of the 
Italo-Ethiopian War, “Menelik II saw what was happening to Africa and he didn’t sit 
around waiting for somebody to show up at his doorstep planning on taking his 
territory… He actively prepared for their coming. He bought European weapons.” In this 
case, Mr. Valun did not equate Ethiopia’s procurement of weaponry as something 
militaristic. Rather, he classified Menelik II’s actions as strategically defensive against 
the aggression of European imperialism.  
 Ms. Simpson and Mr. Wheaton both deemed Israeli Jews defenders during 1948, 
1967, and 1973 when fighting against Arab neighbors. For instance, Mr. Wheaton stated, 
“There is another war in 1967… This will be the third time that Israel would have been 
involved defending itself since 1948.” Even though Israel launched the Six Day war in 
1967, Mr. Wheaton’s classroom discourse is consistent with a narrative that does not 
purport that this was an act of aggression but rather a defensive measure. This is 
indicative of a particular interpretation of events. As a preemptive war, Mr. Wheaton 
could have described Israel as the aggressor in the conflict. This decision underscores the 
unstated stances that underpin classifications. 
 Victims and victimizers. Related to the binary classification of aggressor and 
defender are depictions that categorize communities as victims and victimizers, another 
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product of narratives of conflict and deleterious intergroup relations. In some instances, 
teachers tended to depict fluidity between these classifications by representing 
communities as having victimized and been victimized. Otherwise, certain groups tended 
to be associated with either classification.  
 In Mr. Wheaton’s classes, the Kurds often appeared as victims of Saddam 
Hussein’s oppression. He made repeated references to the use of chemical warfare 
against them. This was underscored when discussing the aftermath of Operation Desert 
Storm when he lectured, “After the war is over there is a group of people in northern Iraq 
who rise up, the Kurds. They begin to fight with whatever they can. Saddam Hussein then 
flies in and kills huge numbers of them and the U.S. doesn’t really do much.” In this 
statement, the Kurds are victimized by the military of a political leader Mr. Wheaton had 
likened to Adolf Hitler.  
 Similar to the Kurds, multiple teachers also positioned Jews as victims. Often this 
was done by expanding historical narratives to include the treatment of European Jewry 
as a way of contextualizing the impetus for political Zionism and the establishment of the 
State of Israel. Teachers tended to emphasize the victimhood and displacement of Jews in 
Europe. Mr. Healey and Ms. Marshall commenced their units with mention of the 
condition of European Jewry and Ms. Simpson and Mr. Wheaton included similar 
references. Ms. Marshall introduced political Zionism as a product of victimhood. In the 
course of presenting a PowerPoint slide on anti-Semitism in Europe from the Dreyfus 
Affair through the Holocaust, Ms. Marshall explained, “So you had the Zionist 
movement saying we are not being treated fairly.” Mr. Wheaton also underscored the 
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longstanding history of maltreatment directed towards Jews in Europe when stating, “We 
go back to the late 19th century and we see there are people who believe the only way 
Jews are going to be treated fair is if they have their own state.” Teachers built upon 19th 
and early 20th anti-Semitism by calling attention to the Holocaust as a cataclysmic 
moment in Jewish history, the ramifications of which would carry over into Jewish life in 
the Middle East. Ms. Simpson explained,  
Numbers… of migrants to Palestine are going to increase because there's this 
gathering storm of anti-Semitism and of Nazism and so one of the effects is more 
Jewish people are moving before, during, and after the Holocaust to Palestine. 
Mr. Healey emphasized how “Six million Jews die” when explaining why migration to 
Palestine seemed desirable.  
 Classifying Jews as victims in this discourse was a means to an end. Jewish 
victimhood in Europe served as a vehicle to understanding the advent of Zionism and 
relations in the Middle East. Moreover, Mr. Wheaton extended Jewish victimhood by 
discussing Israeli Jewish victimhood at the hands of Arabs. This allowed Mr. Wheaton to 
classify Jews as victims beyond anti-Semitism and the Holocaust in Europe. In doing so, 
Mr. Wheaton used his classroom discourse to present Jewish victimhood as being 
something that migrated and remained a constant in the Middle East.  
 Teachers also classified Palestinians as victims in certain instances of classroom 
discourse. Ms. Simpson presented Palestinians as refugees and victims of war and 
displacement. She explained during a lecture, “And so, after 1947, after the partition plan, 
a growing number of Palestinian Arabs are going to be made refugees and this happens in 
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any war.” Here she classifies Palestinians as being displaced. However, she obfuscates by 
avoiding any reference to the circumstances under which many Palestinians were 
displaced. Additionally, she states that, “this happens in any war,” thereby connecting the 
refugee status of many Palestinians to a larger phenomenon of human displacement that 
occurs more generally in wars. Her discourse thereby is devoid of any mention of Israeli 
involvement in this process, allowing Palestinians to be perceived as victims of war and 
not victims of Israelis.  
 This differs from Ms. Marshall and Mr. Healey’s depictions of Palestinians as 
victims. They both associated Palestinian victimhood with Israeli Jewish actions. For 
instance, Mr. Healey discussed Palestinian victimhood as involving an ongoing lack of 
sovereignty and continued shrinking of territory as Israeli Jewish settlements expand. Ms. 
Marshall called attention to the Israeli blockade of the Gaza Strip as evidence that 
Palestinians continue to be a community of victims. In her last PowerPoint presentation 
of the unit, she stated to the class, “So, the ongoing blockade has according to the United 
Nations affected the most vulnerable population in Gaza. It has hurt access to drinking 
water and sanitation.” Both Mr. Healey and Ms. Marshall, each in their own way, relied 
on examples of conditions in the lives of Palestinians that would merit their being 
classified as victims of Israeli policies. This did not entail direct physical violence but 
protracted victimhood in the form of occupation, loss of land for a potential future nation-
state, and restrictions imposed on access to goods and merchandise.  
 Discussing Africa, teachers presented multiple communities as victims. The 
Hutus and Tutsis were both classified as victims, to varying degrees, of European 
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imperialism and during the Rwandan Genocide. Ms. Simpson referred to the Tutsis as the 
primary victims of the genocide but explicitly informed students that violence was 
reciprocated with both communities suffering and inflicting harm. Mr. Valun classified 
Africans as being the victims of European imperialism and colonialism. He called 
attention to the profound disruption to communal life caused by European intervention, 
particularly Europeans’ lack of concern for existing ethnic boundaries and cultural 
variations when imposing political boundaries on the continent. Mr. Valun elaborated, 
“There are probably like a hundred different ethnic groups that live in Nigeria and 
Cameroon” and “so much of the political landscape in Africa was determined by people 
who knew nothing about Africans.” For Mr. Valun, African victimhood is a longstanding 
and ongoing phenomenon that was not terminated upon independence of various African 
countries. Instead, victimhood continues unabated even though the political 
circumstances of the continent no longer resemble those of a previous direct subjugation.  
 This connection between European colonialism and African victimization was 
also present in Mr. Roberts’ classroom discourse. He extended this to the edifice of 
apartheid. Exemplifying his classification of Black South Africans as victims was his 
repeated references to the incident at Sharpeville. Mr. Roberts’ references called attention 
to the peaceful nature of the protesting students who were shot in their backs by White 
police officers. 
 Even though Ms. Simpson and Mr. Wheaton both discussed the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, only she discussed Afghan civilians as victims. Mr. Wheaton did not 
include any mention of the civilian toll taken by this conflict. Both teachers reserved 
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much of their discussion of this war to the geopolitical implications with the formation of 
the Mujahedeen and the Taliban but Ms. Simpson briefly called attention to the suffering 
of civilians, informing her class, “the people who really, really lose this war are the 
civilians, of which one million die over the course of the fighting.” Whereas the major 
group that tended to dominate the discussion of Afghanistan during the Soviet invasion 
was the Mujahedeen, Ms. Simpson very briefly complemented this by mentioning the 
civilian population as one that suffered the most due to the protracted conflict. 
 Related to victimhood was discourse that presented communities or exemplary 
individuals as victimizers. Most frequently, this came in the form of individuals who 
were deemed outliers or those who monopolized power and were not necessarily acting 
on collective will. Mr. Wheaton often identified Saddam Hussein as a victimizer of 
numerous communities. He and Ms. Simpson both spoke of the September 11th 
perpetrators in similar terms albeit with an emphasis on their role as non-state actors 
versus that of state representatives. Mr. Wheaton emphasized the nationalities of the al-
Qaeda members involved in the attacks. He informed his class, “Some were from Saudi 
Arabia. Some were from other areas of the Middle East. None of them were from Iraq 
and none of them were from Afghanistan. Some were from Egypt.” This emphasis on 
nationalities both served to problematize for students why Afghanistan and Iraq were 
invaded in the early 21st century and to call attention to the origins of the hijackers. 
 Even though teachers introduced Israeli Jews as victims, some reserved room to 
consider this population as victimizers as well. Ms. Marshall reminded students of the 
Israeli blockade of the Gaza Strip and the problems this caused for an already 
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disempowered community. Mr. Healey also accomplished this with his classroom 
discourse. Mr. Healey repeatedly called attention to the Israeli occupation and expansion 
of territory. In this context, he referred to Israeli treatment of Palestinians as 
“oppression.” By framing Israel’s relationship with Palestinians as “oppression,” Mr. 
Healey complicated his depiction of Jews by representing them as victims but also a 
population capable of inflicting suffering on others. Mr. Healey’s example indicates the 
fluidity of classifications employed by teachers and a willingness at times to offer 
nuanced representations of communities. This nuanced allowed teachers’ discourse to 
avoid fallaciously relegating a particular community to one classification. Mr. Healey’s 
designation of Jews as victims and victimizers enabled him to posit that classifications 
are contingent upon historical circumstances rather than innate group nature. 
 Mr. Roberts positioned White South Africans as victimizers. Mr. Roberts not only 
called attention to the ways Whites benefited from and refused to relinquish political 
control under apartheid, he also referenced acts of physical violence against Blacks. This 
was most notable when he was recounting the events at Sharpeville. He emphasized that 
the protesters were shot in the back, underscoring the point that White police acted as 
victimizers rather than authorities responding with legitimate and justifiable use of force.  
 Culturally advanced and culturally deficient. Another binary classification was 
between that of peoples as culturally sophisticated, advanced, and powerful versus 
culturally deficient. Unlike the aforementioned dichotomies, this one was not always 
tethered to discussions of intergroup relations such as conflict. Examining the cultural 
bounty of a population often took place during lessons that did not hinge on conflict. 
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However, depicting communities as culturally deficient tended to exist within a larger 
narrative of intergroup relations that often did have conflict as the focal point. However, 
there was no singular form of cultural sophistication, advancement, and power that 
teachers discussed. Often, wealth, political power, military prowess, and the existence of 
intellectual productions were cited as evidence to support such classifications. 
Discussions of cultural deficiency often revolved around the ostensible absence of such 
trappings within a given society.   
 Teachers discussed communities in both Africa and the Middle East at various 
historical moments as possessing forms of cultural sophistication, advancement, and 
power. Ms. Simpson depicted the Ottoman Empire as being “one of the big boys of 
European power politics” and at the pinnacle of its influence spreading through 
continental Europe and controlling areas once part of Greek and Roman strongholds. 
During a lecture, she explained, “They very much are in competition for several centuries 
with the British and with the French and with the Portuguese… for power, for influence, 
for territory.” In this instance, Ms. Simpson underscored the longstanding Ottoman 
geopolitical standing by couching it in a comparison with European powers. This 
reference point of English, French, and Portuguese power elevates the Ottomans to a 
position of political and military might commensurate with those of the more influential 
imperial European powers.  
 In his lessons on African empires, Mr. Valun spoke highly of the Mali and 
Ghanaian empires. He emphasized the engineering prowess and architectural knowhow 
necessary to produce mosques that still stand today. When showing students pictures of 
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mosques constructed under the Mali and Ghanaian empires, he stated, “[I]f they’re 
sophisticated enough, if they’re complex enough to create something like this, we know 
that they were a wealthy, well developed civilization.” In this example, Mr. Valun calls 
attention to the capabilities of those who constructed mosques in Mali and in doing so 
explicitly refers to this engineering feat as sophisticated. Mr. Valun also spoke of the 
unparalleled wealth once held in these African empires in the form of gold and salt. He 
explained, 
West Africa before 1300 produced two-thirds, sixty-seven percent of all the gold 
that existed in the world. So if you had, if you were in China and you had gold, if 
you were in India, if you were in Europe, there was a pretty good chance that the 
gold that you were using to buy whatever you wanted came from northwest 
Africa.  
Mr. Valun did not circumscribe examples of African cultural sophistication to a 
provincial status. Instead, he elevated Africa’s one time influence to a global prominence. 
He accomplished this by discussing the reach of African gold in the economies of Asia, 
Africa, and Europe. Whereas Ms. Simpson likened Ottoman strength to that of European 
powers, Mr. Valun underscored the influence of African empires by speaking to the 
disparity between Europe and Africa at the zenith of African global influence. He 
explained, “So in Africa we’ve got the establishment of an empire around 400 AD. What 
was going on in Europe around this time?” He went on to answer, “We talk about 
feudalism during the European Dark Ages. It was only dark in Europe.” Invoking the 
condition of Europe at the time of these African empires being studies allowed Mr. Valun 
  
186
to classify African empires as dynamic to the point of eclipsing a continent that according 
to contemporary perceptions is itself sophisticated and globally influential.  
 This characterization of various African communities as advanced extended to 
Mr. Valun’s description of Ethiopian Christian Orthodoxy as one of the oldest forms of 
Christianity that was not thrust upon Africans by Europeans but was something nurtured 
since the earliest days of Christianity. Mr. Valun distinguished Ethiopia’s religious 
heritage from that of other African Christians. He accomplished this by emphasizing the 
autonomy had by adherents to Ethiopian Orthodoxy in appropriating Christianity 
independent of a European imperial presence. Instead of Christianity being an artifact of 
conquest, Mr. Valun positioned it as a trait of cultural preservation fortified over time.  
 Discussions of cultural sophistication of populations in Africa and the Middle 
East have the ability to challenge depictions that may promote otherness. Illuminating the 
richness of a community’s cultural production and tracing the contours of achievement is 
tantamount to presenting more multifaceted forms of knowledge. This can serve as a 
retort to reductive representations that contribute to notions of otherness.  
 In contradistinction are classifications that render communities as cultural 
deficient. This was not commonplace in teachers’ discourse. However, when discussing 
the Middle East, Mr. Wheaton occasionally spoke of deficiencies rather than 
developments. This was primarily focused on the Middle East as a whole without 
differentiation for people, country, or type of government. Mr. Wheaton tended to hone 
in on perceived deficiencies regarding the region’s inability to integrate certain political 
and economic paradigms into the society. Again, these comments were broadly applied to 
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the entire region without qualifications about the particular communities most illustrative 
of this perceived deficiency. In the context of presenting his understanding of the Bush 
Doctrine to his class, Mr. Wheaton discussed the administration’s efforts to promote 
democracy and free market capitalism in the Middle East. He stated,  
So the idea is maybe in the Middle East it's unsuitable for this… They are behind 
us and in fact the Middle East is the last region of the world to really embrace 
those two things… western style liberal democracy and free market capitalism. 
Every other region of the world, save really two old communist nations, the North 
Koreans and the Cubans, or the sort of the parts of the world that are kind of the 
cesspools of the world, those nations that are just broken nations, destroyed 
nations. But any nation worth its salt, any nation with anything going for itself has 
embraced that. The Middle East is the last part of it. 
This description presents the Middle East as ill-equipped for democracy. Subtly, Mr. 
Wheaton references a narrative of progress with the adoption of democracy and 
capitalism as two markers for the progress of a society. In this narrative, an implicit 
hierarchy exists with the United States as one of the leaders in the spread of progress. The 
stated inability of the Middle East to subsume these features into the region’s political 
and economic landscape has resulted in its being left behind the other nations of the 
world, with Mr. Valun’s notable exceptions of Cuba and North Korea. Equating it with 
the “cesspools” of the world speaks to the extent to which Mr. Wheaton considers 
deficiency to be one of the most salient descriptors used to do justice when constructing 
knowledge of the Middle East.  
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 Enemies and terrorists. Outside of these dichotomous classifications, teachers 
also represented peoples in Africa and the Middle East in a manner that reinforced 
notions of conflict as being a paramount form of relations between peoples. For instance, 
enemy and terrorist were two categories frequently found in discourse about these 
regions. Peoples of the Middle East were often depicted through enmity with the United 
States or against one another, thereby establishing classifications based on relationships 
of antagonism and animosity. Mr. Wheaton’s lessons on the Iranian Revolution focused 
primarily on the taking of hostages at the United States Embassy in Tehran. Additionally, 
this sort relationship was maintained through discussions of the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Mr. Wheaton used lyrics from the Bruce Springsteen album The Rising as a 
way to discuss the mood of the country after September 11, 2001 as context to the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. In the course of the conversation, as students read lyrics and 
listened to songs, Mr. Wheaton explained, “Now, you got the justification for 
Afghanistan. We can talk about the justification for Iraq. All of this deals with- I want an 
eye for an eye.” Classifying a population as an enemy is predicated upon selecting certain 
historical episodes at the expense of others. In order to discuss the taking of American 
hostages in Iran and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, this classification is not 
inappropriate. It becomes problematic when it becomes one of the sole context for 
understanding groups in relation to one another and when it precludes classifying 
populations outside of a paradigm of conflict and antipathy towards one another.  
 Teaches also classified groups as enemies when looking at relations between 
peoples in the same region. In other instances of representing Iraqis, both Mr. Wheaton 
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and Ms. Simpson discussed the relationship between Iran and Iraq during their war in the 
1980s. Mr. Wheaton described this war when stating, “Both sides, Iranians and Iraqis are 
beating the snot out of each other. It’s a terribly brutal war.” In contradistinction, Ms. 
Simpson focused on Saddam Hussein as instigating the war shortly after assuming power 
in Iraq. While Ms. Simpson discussed the role of an authoritative leader in provoking 
conflict, this was not established in Mr. Wheaton’s discourse that spoke of either 
community solely as enemies without any caveats that could have possibly establish 
classifications beyond enmity.   
 This resembled discourse regarding Israelis and Palestinians. Both Mr. Healey 
and Ms. Marshall framed their lessons on Israel and Palestine as that of the “Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict.” This narrative inherently positions either population as in a position 
of enmity. This was notable in instances such as when Mr. Healey posed the question to 
students, “Why can’t Palestine and Israel resolve anything permanently?” In her class, 
Ms. Marshall focused on the protracted nature of enmity by discussing the conflict from 
its origins through contemporary events. In her description, the contending aspirations of 
both communities precipitated violence. This is indicative of an emphasis on what was 
presented in class as an intractable conflict wherein Israeli Jews and Palestinians could be 
best classified according to their status with one another as enemies in an unresolved 
political conflict. Again, this conflict merits study. Avoiding it would entail sanitizing the 
study of the Middle East from some of the salient events of recent history. However, 
through the study of conflict alone, neither Israeli Jews nor Palestinians are presented as 
communities worthy of understanding beyond this particular geopolitical reality. 
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 Enemy and terrorist are not mutually exclusive classifications. Teachers discussed 
terrorism as an extension of enmity. For instance, while Israeli Jews and Palestinians 
were considered to be enemies, there was still talk of terrorism within the Palestinian 
community. For instance, when introducing students to the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization and Yasser Arafat in the context of the Oslo Accords, Mr. Wheaton asked, 
“Why was it difficult for Israel to recognize the PLO? What do you think this 
organization was doing before they were invited to come to Oslo and negotiate this?” 
After allowing students to speculate and listening to their responses, Mr. Wheaton 
answered, “They were terrorists. So, he convinces Israel to recognize the PLO as an 
organization that would support the Palestinian people.” Mr. Wheaton’s discourse 
revolves both around the enmity between Israelis and Palestinians while establishing the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization as a terrorist entity. Such a classification speaks 
definitively and from a vantage point that inhibits an understanding of the PLO as 
anything other than terroristic such as a political entity representing the sovereign 
aspirations of a population.  
 This was also paralleled in Mr. Healey’s classroom discussions of PLO 
operations. Mr. Healey did not define the PLO as a terrorist organization in absolute 
terms. He posited that from a particular vantage point, the organization could be 
classified this way. He explained, “Palestinian Liberation Organization. The U.S. 
perspective, we call this, we call this a terrorist group” and later, “Palestinian Liberation 
Organization... Some call it a terrorist group.” Mr. Healey did not offer alternative 
classifications in the way Ms. Marshall did when asking students to be cognizant of the 
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subjectivities inherent in placing people in categories. For Ms. Marshall, groups can be 
understood as terrorists or nationalists depending on the ideological stance of the person 
making the classification. Mr. Healey tacitly recognized this when stating that the PLO is 
a terrorist group from the “U.S. perspective.” However, he does not counter this with an 
alternative. The classification of terrorist, while appearing with a caveat that perspective 
matters, is not complemented by any illustration of rival perspectives and classifications 
that could be ascribed to the PLO.  
 Related to these instances wherein teachers used terrorist as a salient classification 
was the discussion of al-Qaeda. In Mr. Wheaton’s class, the discussion of al-Qaeda often 
entailed discussing Osama bin Laden. For example, Mr. Wheaton used bin Laden’s 
disapproval of the presence of U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia in the lead of to the First Gulf 
War as a point of departure when explaining the origins of al-Qaeda. Mr. Wheaton 
chronicled Osama bin Laden’s turn to terrorism directed at the United States from 
disapproval to organization and issuing of decrees to a series of attacks culminating with 
those on September 11, 2001.  
Appraising Communities in Teacher Discourse  
 The classifications teachers employed describing African and Middle Eastern 
populations speak to certain unstated judgments. When populations are classified, 
appraisements are made. According to van Leeuwen (2008), “social actors are appraised 
when they are referred to in terms which evaluate them as good or bad, loved or hated, 
admired or pitied (p. 23).” These are often implicit. These appraisements may both 
contribute to or challenge otherness. In the previously mentioned examples of 
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classifications, some had embedded within them certain unstated appraisements. For 
example, Mr. Wheaton often appraised communities or individuals without explicitly 
referring to them as “good” or “bad.” By comparing Saddam Hussein to Adolf Hitler, Mr. 
Wheaton was appraising the former leader of Iraq by equating him with somebody 
responsible for the near destruction of European Jewry, the Roma, and other communities 
deemed undesirable under Nazi rule. Relatedly, Mr. Wheaton’s reference to the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization as terrorists also is a form of appraisement. Without 
allowing for alternative forms of understanding, such a definitive classification 
delegitimizes the PLO. When referring to a group as a terrorist, there is often an unstated 
disapproval of the actions adopted by this group in advancing its purported cause. As a 
classification, terrorist is not often ascribed to those whose machinations are endorsed 
and considered to be legitimate. Unlike Mr. Wheaton, Ms. Marshall reminded her 
students that such groups are also known as nationalists or, perhaps even, freedom 
fighters. Additionally, as in the case of Mr. Valun, enumerating a group’s cultural 
contributions to humanity and referring to the community as sophisticated connotes a 
positive association with the community. Describing the same group as culturally 
deficient and incapable of following the trend of humankind towards the adoption of 
democracy as an operating political paradigm connotes a negative association. This is an 
appraisal that is couched in a more negative assessment of a community, its, history, and 
collective capabilities.  
 While the aforementioned classifications were all issued with implicit 
appraisements, there were notable instances where teachers were explicit in their 
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judgments. These explicit instances extend from the classifications they employed. By 
better understanding the classifications teachers relied heavily upon and the overt 
appraisements made when discussing Africa and the Middle East, the foundation for 
understanding the context of these classrooms as sites for reinforcing or challenging 
otherness can be understood.  
 Reluctance to appraise. Teachers did not always willingly make appraisements. 
This reluctance was not necessarily due to their attempts to obfuscate. Instead, as they 
described to students, it was due to the problems of speaking in absolute terms without 
cognizance of the relativistic nature of certain declarations. For example, when Ms. 
Simpson was asked by a student which was the “bad” group, the Taliban or al-Qaeda, she 
responded by saying, “If you insist on saying here are the bad guys in history, you’re 
going to have a difficult time, especially as you get into the last thirty or forty years.” 
Here, Ms. Simpson did not refer to the Taliban or al-Qaeda as “bad” even as some of the 
other teachers referred to these groups as terrorists without reservation or qualification. 
By avoiding such an appraisement, Ms. Simpson explained to her student how passing 
judgment about whether a group is good or bad is itself too facile and reductive to do 
justice to the complexities of history. Any appraisement made in such an instance is 
contingent upon the appraiser’s inability to recognize the fact that such judgment is 
bounded to historical circumstances rather than an accurate and absolute truth. However, 
in spite of Ms. Simpson’s refusal in this instance to appraise whether the Taliban and al-
Qaeda are “bad,” there were instances where teachers did willingly and explicitly pass 
both positive and negative judgment on communities being studies. 
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 Critical appraisements. There were instances whereby teachers explicitly 
appraised the Middle East as a whole. In an aforementioned excerpt from his classroom 
discourse, Mr. Wheaton described the Middle East as incapable of accepting democracy 
and free market capitalism. The classification of the region as deficient in this respect 
was also a negative appraisement of the entire region. Mr. Healey also made comments 
resembling this negative appraisement. In his opening remarks to students at the onset of 
the unit, he stated, “I find it frustrating, the Middle East. I think we all do. I don’t think 
anyone says ‘Oh, the Middle East, oh, yeah, beautiful in the summer. We go there every 
year, you know.’ It’s a rough place and its got a rough history and it’s frustrating.” In this 
broad statement, Mr. Healey passed negative judgment on the entire region. He first 
explained his own exasperation with the region and followed this up by informing 
students that this is because the region is “rough.” Embedded within this statement was a 
hypothetical statement of an individual stating why the Middle East is worth visiting that 
was prefaced by Mr. Healey explaining that such a statement is highly unlikely. By 
stating, “I don’t think anyone says,” Mr. Healey was constructing his own consensus 
regarding the way in which the Middle East is generally perceived. This consensus that 
he did not substantiate with any empirical evidence reflected a sense that the region is not 
beautiful, worth visiting, or a location that could be appreciated outside of its “rough” 
history. While such explicit statements were not frequent occurrences, they convey a 
powerful message of negative appraisement from an educator whose function in the 
classroom is to foster understanding.  
 In Mr. Roberts’ class, explicit appraisements were infrequent but reserved for 
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White communities in South Africa. In the context of the unit on apartheid, Mr. Roberts 
discussed the colonization of South Africa by the Boars. In doing so, he judged the use of 
religion in justifying the treatment of Black Africans. Mr. Roberts contended that 
religious sentiments were coopted for imperialist ends in Africa. Mr. Roberts continued 
to probe students about the use of religion as a justification for colonization. In doing so, 
he likened this to the cooptation of religious principles for ulterior ends. By relating a 
notion of White superiority to religious justifications, Mr. Roberts appraised the Boars as 
having wielded faith to subjugate another people. Later in the unit, when speaking of the 
events at Sharpeville, he referred to this even as “a bad event.” As he would go on to 
elaborate, Sharpeville was an instance whereby student protesters were shot in their backs 
by White police officers. Referring to the event as “bad” comes from a particular 
understanding of history and is a value-laden statement. This appraisement is one that is 
sympathetic to those who protested to end apartheid and who were met with force in the 
process. Appraising the police’s use of force in shooting protesters in the back has 
undertones of empathy for a cause to end structural racism. Mr. Roberts’ appraisements 
that were critical of the behavior of Whites in South Africa before and during apartheid is 
important for establishing a foundation for challenging otherness. 
 Many of the other explicit appraisements made by teachers tended to be more 
negative. Mr. Wheaton tended to explicitly appraise Iraq and Saddam Hussein in his 
classroom. As previously introduced, Mr. Wheaton likened the leader of Iraq to Adolf 
Hitler. While not an explicit statement of “good” or “bad,” invoking Hitler has become a 
shorthand for evil and existential threats.  
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 This appraisement of Saddam Hussein mirrored those made for Osama bin Laden 
and the Taliban. Ms. Simpson introduced students to the writings of Osama bin Laden 
when studying the events of September 11, 2001, referring to them as “legitimately 
insane and almost entertaining in a tragic, tragic way.” This statement that bin Laden’s 
writings were “insane” is another instance of an explicit appraisement. Ms. Simpson was 
also more explicit when discussing the Taliban. Regarding this group, she stated, “You 
can argue pretty unequivocally that the Taliban are not real good for women’s rights. You 
can argue pretty unequivocally that if you’re not Muslim, you probably don’t like living 
under the Taliban.” In these examples, Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson were transparent 
in their judgments of Saddam Hussein, Osama bin Laden, and the Taliban as they 
represent cases where violence was used to promote their respective agendas.  
 These appraisements speak to a normative and widely accepted view of these 
individual and organizations within the United States. Such outright negative attitudes 
were less frequently made in instances where a more general consensus may not exist. In 
this respect, these teachers reserved explicit judgment for when such condemnation 
would not be controversial due to the generally accepted nature of these remarks within 
the United States.  
Revealing and Concealing Intragroup Diversity 
 With this understanding of the narratives teachers favored and the classifications 
of African and Middle Eastern communities within them, it becomes more transparent 
how otherness was challenged or reinforced in these classrooms. Otherness is a 
multifaceted form of perceiving a community. However, these facets need to be 
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examined while remaining cognizant of the narratives and classifications found in 
classrooms. The previous sections provide the necessary discursive context to identifying 
the manner in which teachers portrayed African and Middle Eastern peoples in relation to 
the phenomenon of otherness. From here, each of the components of otherness may be 
evaluated to garner an appreciation for the subtle contours of discourse. In the following 
sections, it becomes evident that certain features of otherness were more pronounced in 
teachers’ discourse than others.  
 A fundamental aspect of otherness is the depiction of group diversity. Otherness 
is reinforced when groups are presented as monolithic and lacking in intragroup diversity. 
For van Leeuwen (2008) this is referred to as collectivization whereby populations appear 
as a “homogeneous, consensual group (p. 16).” Otherness is challenged when 
representations acknowledge the diversity within communities and collectives are not 
understood to be homogeneous. Within and between classrooms, teachers represented 
African and Middle Eastern communities as both monolithic and pluralistic.  
Representing the Middle East and Africa as Monolithic in Teacher Discourse  
 Anti-Americanism in the Middle East. Teachers often characterized 
communities in the Middle East in a manner that homogenized populations. Mr. Healey 
introduced anti-American sentiment in the Middle East as having a single origin and 
being collectively expressed. Referencing the continued political and military support the 
United States offers Israel during his initial unit lecture, he stated, “If you’re ever 
wondering why the Middle East hates America, it’s because of our position on Israel.” 
Mr. Healey separates Israel from the rest of the Middle East, positioning it as a country 
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that is not affiliated with Middle East that “hates” the United States. As a result, he is 
able to describe a constellation of political grievances and expressions as having a single 
origin and as being expressed by a single group, that of the Middle East which hates 
America. This statement does not offer any qualifications about which populations in 
particular may “hate” the United States or whether any other reasons beyond continued 
support for Israel may yield such sentiments.  
 Attitudes towards Israel in the Middle East. Mr. Wheaton did not differentiate 
between Middle Eastern states when speaking of attitudes towards Israel. In the context 
of introducing the Oslo Accords to students, he explained, “Israel is always concerned 
about its own security at any point because there are nations in the Middle East who do 
not recognize them who would drive them into the Mediterranean.” In this statement, Mr. 
Wheaton is able to obfuscate specifying states hostile to Israel. Instead, he does not name 
those neighboring states that continue to have unresolved disputes with Israel and those 
who no longer pose a military threat due to longstanding peace treaties that have quelled 
tensions. It is unclear if Mr. Wheaton is talking about Syria, a state that does not have a 
peace treaty with Israel or Egypt and Jordan who have longstanding diplomatic ties with 
Israel. Mr. Wheaton depicts the region as collectively hostile towards Israel and seeking 
to destroy the state by driving Jews into the Mediterranean.  
 Israelis and Arabs as homogeneous communities. Relations between Israel, 
Palestinians, and Arab states tended to produce discourse whereby monolithic depictions 
were markedly noticeable. Even in the effort to complicate historical understanding, this 
was present. For instance, Ms. Marshall’s unit on the Middle East was organized around 
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competing narratives. Rather than offer students a unified account of the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict, she devoted her lessons to discussing perspective. This included 
discussions on naming, distinguishing between the embedded meaning in terms such as 
“The War of Independence” versus “al-Nakba.”  
 By devoting such attention to the importance of perspective in understanding the 
way historical narratives are produced, Ms. Marshall offered students a glimpse at 
historical study as something that is animated by individual and collective values that 
disallow the neutrality and universality of historical knowledge. While this exercise 
problematized historical understanding, she relied on understandings of Israeli Jews and 
Palestinians as monoliths. She did this by repeatedly explaining to students that an 
“Israeli” and a “Palestinian” perspective exist and could be identified by deconstructing 
narratives. For instance, Ms. Marshall reminded students when reading and annotating 
two narratives, “So you have your highlighters, correct? So, yellow is your Arab or your 
Palestinian information... Whatever other color you have is for the Jewish or Israeli 
perspective.” By speaking of “the” Israeli and Palestinian perspectives, Ms. Marshall 
represented either population as cohesive and having a unified collective memory and 
narrative.  
 While either population has dominant narratives, there are notable and prominent 
detractors of this from within either population. For instance, within Israel, the cohort of 
New Historians has devoted the last thirty years to casting doubt on the founding myths 
of Israel. Instead of leading students towards an understanding of the hegemonic or 
normative understandings of history from within Israeli and Palestinian communities, Ms. 
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Marshall spoke of absolute perspectives without allowing space for other voices from 
within either population to emerge as a perspective worthy of discussing in class. Such 
presumed consensuses within Israeli and Palestinian communities interferes with 
recognizing these populations as pluralistic and internally diverse.  
 Mr. Healey also depicted Israeli Jews and Palestinians in terms that rendered 
either population as monoliths. In Mr. Healey’s classroom discourse, this occurred when 
discussing the ongoing antipathy harbored by either population towards one another. Mr. 
Healey relied on a metaphor of bickering friends in order to convey to students the 
relations between Israelis and Palestinians. Using groups of students sitting in desk 
clusters to underscore this metaphor, he explained,  
If you have neighbors or two friends that bicker a lot and it escalates and they get 
in fights all the time it goes from “oh I hope you guys are ok, I hope you guys can 
work it out” to “oh my God, you guys, nock it off,” right. You start getting 
irritated by the constant, is there an end to this conflict? Are you going to resolve 
it or are you just going to keep fighting because that's pretty unproductive.  
In this metaphor, Mr. Healey asked students to assume they are outsiders observing a 
seemingly intractable argument that becomes insufferable to witness. Ostensibly, students 
are being asked to assume the role of the United States or the world community in this 
scenario. Moreover, the “neighbors” or “friends” represent Israelis and Palestinians 
whom Mr. Healey situates on either side of a feud. Through this metaphor, Israelis and 
Palestinians appear incapable of intergroup relations beyond a confrontation that 
“escalates.” Such representations illuminate the extent to which either population is 
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entrenched in their respective positions regarding the unresolved conflict. Yet, Mr. 
Healey precludes any understanding of Israelis and Palestinians as seeking to reconcile, 
arrive at a just resolution, and establish peaceful relations.  
 His metaphor succeeds in explaining that the conflict between the State of Israel 
and the Palestinian people has continued more or less unabated but fails to capture any 
meaningful semblance of the divisions within either population. By articulating these 
divisions, Mr. Healey’s metaphor would be weakened, as it would have to factor in the 
various individuals and factions whose explicit actions are to promote mutual respect and 
understanding between communities for the sake of fostering trust and the possibility for 
peace. Such an understanding that there are Israeli Jews and Palestinians who seek to 
deescalate is not found in this framework. 
 Muslims as homogeneous. Relatedly, Mr. Wheaton’s discourse surrounding 
Islam in the Middle East often framed Muslims as a monolithic community devoid of 
ethnic, linguistic, theological, ideological, or other distinctions that exist among Muslims 
in the region and across the globe. This was particularly pronounced when he discussed 
the Iranian Revolution. Mr. Wheaton explained during a lecture, “The Iranian Revolution 
is the first Islamic revolution in the Middle East, certainly in the world. This is the 
beginning of a series of theocracies, governments that are controlled by the religious elite 
in that area” and “This is the beginning of this part of the world being influenced by 
mainstream distinct Islamic governments and people.” Mr. Wheaton does not 
differentiate between the various theological schisms within Islam or the fault lines 
among Muslim communities. For instance, the predominant form of Islam in Iran is Shia 
  
202
Islam, which is not the majority among Muslims worldwide nor in the Middle East more 
specifically.   
 Mr. Wheaton presented Islamic governance as a singularly coherent phenomenon 
in the Middle East starting with the Iranian Revolution. This fails to consider the various 
permutations of political Islam, as it has existed for generations. Additionally, there is no 
distinction made between Islamic government- governance according to the strictures of 
Islam- and Muslim government, further confusing and conflating the two into apparently 
identical governance.  
 Middle East as wholly ill-suited for democracy and capitalism. Related to this 
idea of the monolithic spread of political Islam without accounting for the varieties to be 
found across the Middle East, Mr. Wheaton also conceived of the region as uniformly 
incapable of receiving democracy and free market capitalism. This was evident in an 
aforementioned remark made about the Middle East failing to accept these institutions 
and being classified among the “cesspools” of the world.  
 Casting the entire region as deficient in this way, Mr. Wheaton did not consider 
the various relationships with these economic and political concepts as they exist among 
segments of society in Arab, Kurdish, Turkish, Persian, Israeli Jewish, and other 
segments of the region’s inhabitants. Not only did Mr. Wheaton equate the Middle East 
with an inability to accept democracy and capitalism, but also he did so in a way that 
obscured the diverse relationships had by the various states and populations within the 
region. To varying degrees, democracy and capitalism are found in the governments and 
economies of many of the states in the region. The functionality of these institutions may 
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not be uniformly stable throughout the Middle East but Mr. Wheaton’s claim that the 
region has not accepted either institution circumvents any substantive explanation of the 
government and economic structures throughout the region that may problematize such 
broad and overarching statements. Such blanket statements regarding the apparent 
inherent incompatibility between the region and these ideas render the Middle East 
monolithic without internal variation.  
 White South Africans as homogeneous. In Mr. Roberts’ class, he went to 
considerable length to humanize Black South Africans in his discourse. However, his 
discussions of White South Africans under apartheid often presented the community as 
homogenous. This was indicative when he discussed the purported trepidation felt by 
Whites when Nelson Mandela proposed reestablishing the country around terms of racial 
equality. Mr. Roberts asked students, “[W]hy doesn't the white minority in South Africa 
at the time agree with this… Why would they not then just say ‘you know what, 
Mandela's right. This system's unfair?’” Later in the same lesson, Mr. Roberts answered, 
“There’s another issue here. It’s not just fear of Black domination. There’s another very 
practical issue if you’re White and you’re in the ruling class in South Africa.” For Mr. 
Roberts this was the fear that came from the “Transition from being in power to having 
reduced power.”  
 Similar to discussions of Israeli Jews and Palestinians, Mr. Roberts speaks of the 
majority of White South Africans and the prevailing climate within this community 
around ending apartheid. Again, this translated into a form of representation that did not 
capture the contours of White South African society. Instead, a dominant mentality of 
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White South Africans was presented to students as the only mentality found among this 
population. Mr. Roberts displaced voices of dissent and discord within this population. In 
his unit which offered a narrative that often venerated the peaceful efforts of Black South 
Africans to seek justice in a state that had relegated them to second class citizens, Mr. 
Roberts did not extend this consideration to the White population to identify Whites 
sympathetic to ending apartheid or harboring any set of emotions and concerns other than 
safeguarding their political influence and empowerment in a changing South Africa. 
 Problems associated with representing communities as monolithic. These 
examples of discourse that presented populations as monolithic contributed to othering 
African and Middle Eastern communities. Reducing complex and diverse peoples into 
uniform wholes diminishes recognition of the intragroup diversity that exists within a 
given population.  
 In contradistinction were representations that spoke to the pluralistic nature of a 
given community. Such depictions do not present a given population as static and 
cohesive but, rather, as possessing internal differences. Such representations capture the 
complexity of a given society. At the same time that certain discursive instances 
reinforced otherness through the reliance of monolithic portrayals, there were many other 
instances in classrooms that offered an alternative way of knowing about Africa and the 
Middle East. These alternative depictions that offered a glimpse of the heterogeneity of 
populations challenge otherness as they disallow reductive characterizations. 
Representing the Middle East and Africa as Pluralistic in Teacher Discourse 
 There were salient instances whereby teachers did not reinforce notions of 
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collective homogeneity within groups and in doing so challenged the perpetuation of 
otherness. Acknowledging the pluralistic nature of any community interferes with the 
reductive perceptions required to enable otherness. 
 Demographic diversity throughout the Middle East. Ms. Simpson was explicit 
in discussing with students the demographic diversity within the Middle East. She often 
offered clarifications to students that helped with certain misconceptions and conflations 
about the region’s populations. For instance, in her opening comments in the initial 
lecture on her Middle East unit, Ms. Simpson explained to her class, 
Not all Arabs are Muslim. There are Arab Christians. There are Arab Jews. There 
are Arab atheists. There are Arab Bahia people and so on and so forth. Second, 
not all Muslims are Arab. There are very, very many non-Arab Muslims in the 
world. There are for instance Persian Muslims in Iran. There are Black Muslims, 
primarily in the United States and so on and so forth. And, finally, not all Arabs 
live in the Middle East and not all people who live in the Middle East are Arab. 
There are a lot of other ethnicities.  
In another lesson, responding to a student’s confusion about the vested groups in the 
Israeli-Arab Conflict, Ms. Simpson explained,  
So the complicated thing about the word Jewish is it refers to both an ethnicity 
and a religion and when you're talking about Israelis, most of the time when 
you're talking about Israelis, most of them are going to be both ethnically and 
religiously Jewish. Arab is an ethnicity. Muslim is a religion. Usually the Arabs 
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and the Arab countries are also going to be Muslim but that's by no means a 
hundred percent true. 
These clarifications disentangle identities that otherwise could remain conflated and 
subsumed into a more nebulously defined regional identification. In the first example, 
Ms. Simpson presented Arabs as subscribing to multiple religions and Muslims as 
belonging to various ethnic and racial groups located within and beyond the Middle East. 
This challenges notions of the Muslim World being geographically demarcated as distinct 
from what is commonly referred to as the West. Her remarks explicitly situate Muslims 
within the United States and not only, or even primarily, in the Middle East.  
 In Mr. Wheaton’s class, he introduced the demographic diversity within Lebanon 
in the context of the Lebanese Civil War and subsequent Israeli invasion. He stated, 
“There is a pretty nasty civil war in Lebanon going on between Christian Lebanese, 
Muslim Lebanese, some people supported by Syria and Iran.” While not an affirmation of 
diversity per se, Mr. Wheaton did delve into the religious particularities of Lebanon and 
in doing so also discussed the political allegiances formed among different segments of 
Lebanon at this juncture in the country’s history. These clarifications undermine notions 
of uniformity among people within the Middle East by at least informing students that 
there are many communities and the demarcations between them are not always clear.  
 Linguistic diversity throughout the Middle East. Ms. Simpson continued this 
tendency when discussing the linguistic diversity in the Middle East. When asked by a 
student what language people speak in the Middle East, she explained,  
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 Arabic is the single like is the most widespread language but there's a bunch of 
different dialects of Arabs… Farsi is spoken in Iran. Turkish is spoken in Turkey. 
There's a whole bunch of other languages.  
In addition to introducing students to the linguistic varieties between ethnic communities 
throughout the Middle East, Ms. Simpson even discussed the various dialects within the 
Arabic language that further illustrates plurality among Arabs and Arabic speakers. In 
this respect, Ms. Simpson not only explained to students that there is linguistic diversity 
across ethnic groups but also within them as well, further developing a discourse that 
examined diversity in the Middle East. This sort of classroom discourse predicated upon 
calling attention to various forms of intragroup diversity added a further dimension to 
Middle Eastern identities that undermined unidimensional accounts that undergird 
otherness.  
 Diversity among Muslims. Teachers’ treatment of Islam and Muslims also 
challenged otherness on repeated occasions. Ms. Simpson often reminded students that 
there were multiple branches within Islam, most notably Sunni and Shia. Parallel to this, 
Ms. Marshall discussed the reality that consensus does not always exist among Muslims 
and that there are contentious disagreements among them. As an aside to a student during 
a group activity, she stated, “So many groups are Muslim. Just because they have the 
same religious belief doesn’t make them all friends.” Mr. Valun also presented Muslims 
as a mosaic community with manifold regional and theological differences. This was 
particularly notable when discussing Islam in Africa. On this topic, Mr. Valun explained 
that Islam was not blindly appropriated by African communities but rather merged with 
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the preexisting animism that was found among certain African populations. He stated, 
“Animism, this was the local religion that Islam blended with to create a new 
denomination or a new sect of Islam” and “All you guys need to know is that Islam came 
in, blended with animism to create a new religion.” Mr. Valun exposed students to the 
reality that the Muslim World is not singularly defined by a common understanding of 
Islam. Instead, Mr. Valun underscored the ways in which Islam has been adapted to 
circumstances of peoples who appropriated the faith across the world. 
 Teachers also disentangled certain political and militaristic interpretations of 
Islam from the worldview of the majority of Muslims in the world. This was often found 
in Ms. Simpson’s comments on Islam and Muslims. By doing this, Ms. Simpson 
challenged perceptions that conflate Muslims with fanaticism and terrorism. She devoted 
much attention to the interpretation of jihad as an indication of how numerous and 
dissimilar the relationships Muslims have with this concept. Ms. Simpson’s described 
jihad as being interpreted as a personal struggle and a holy war by different Muslims. 
This offers nuance to the term and those who associate their actions with it. Ms. Simpson 
did not dismiss the reality that jihad has been used in the name of violence. However, she 
also did not equate this particular interpretation with a majority opinion. Instead, Ms. 
Simpson introduced Muslims as harboring multiple contending readings of the Quran and 
espousing different opinions regarding principles within Islam. By doing so, Ms. 
Simpson promoted an understanding of Muslims as people whose will is not simply a 
manifestation of a fixed perception of Islamic tenets but instead as an ongoing evolution 
of what it means to be Muslim.  
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 Ms. Simpson’s repeated discourse that spoke to the heterogeneity of Muslims 
often distinguished between ostensibly moderate and extreme Muslims. Unlike Mr. 
Wheaton who used the Iranian Revolution to inform students that the Middle East is 
replete with Islamic governments, Ms. Simpson spoke at length about the different types 
of relationships states in the Middle East have with Islam. When asked by a student if 
there were Jewish Arab countries in the Middle East that attacked Israel, she explained, 
“[M]ost of these countries are going to be governed by people who are Muslim but 
there’s a lot of variation along that spectrum and there’s a lot of variation on how much 
being Muslim influences your politics or how much you explicitly refer to Islam in your 
politics.” By stating this, Ms. Simpson avoided the trope of presuming Muslim actions 
are an extension of Islamic precepts.  
 By establishing this foundation whereby Muslims draw upon the fount of Islam to 
varying extents in the governance of states, Ms. Simpson provided a framework to 
differentiate between Muslims and Islamists. In explicating this distinction, she stated, 
“Islamists believe that the state should be run according to the principles of Islam. Not all 
Muslims believe that.” Ms. Simpson used this binary between Muslims and Islamists to 
describe certain theocratic forms of government. For instance, she described the Taliban 
as an Islamist group that channels a particular understanding of Islam in its efforts to 
govern. Repeatedly throughout her comments, Ms. Simpson reiterated the diversity 
within Islam and often used this as a means to distance “mainstream” Muslims from their 
counterparts who were described as radical and in the minority for their political and 
theological stances and the militarism used to promote them. 
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 Diversity of worldviews and ideologies. Discussions of group diversity in the 
Middle East included talk of families, organizations, and nations in ways that continued 
with the trend to showcase internal diversity among populations. For instance, on a 
familial level, Mr. Wheaton discussed different worldviews among the bin Laden family. 
Whereas Mr. Wheaton showed Osama to be compelled by a staunch opposition to the 
United States and global forces in defense of Islam, he introduced students to contrary 
opinions within the larger bin Laden family. He explained,  
Many of these people sought out an education in the United States… Bin Laden's, 
both the children and the grandchildren, were being schooled in the U.S. all the 
time. Osama was still had the same wealth as everyone else but kind of took a 
different turn. 
Even on this familial scale, Mr. Wheaton drew attention to the divergent life trajectories 
and political views in the Middle East. The power of calling attention to Osama bin 
Laden’s family’s educational ties to the United States enabled Mr. Wheaton to cast 
Osama bin Laden as an outlier not only among Saudis, Arabs, and Muslims but also 
within his own family. While not hyperbole, the extreme nature of this ideological 
rupture within the same family illuminates the faults more generally regarding Arab and 
Muslim stances taken on the United States and perceptions of its role in the world.  
 Both Mr. Wheaton and Ms. Simpson introduced the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in their respective classrooms. In their own ways, each teacher discussed the 
diversity within the Mujahedeen. Mr. Wheaton emphasized the ethnic diversity and 
religious solidarity among those who took up arms against the Soviets. While introducing 
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Islam as the adhesive agent enabling otherwise ethnically diverse people to have a sense 
of cohesion and common purpose, Mr. Wheaton called attention to the migration of 
people across the world to fight against the Soviets. In Ms. Simpson’s class, she did not 
necessarily speak to the ethnic diversity of the Mujahedeen. She discussed its internal 
diversity when stating, “There’s the Mujahedeen who’s opposed to the Soviets. They’re 
composed of lots of different groups.” Ms. Simpson represented the Mujahedeen as a 
factious organization lacking any semblance of cohesion. Both teachers addressed 
different aspects of the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan and in doing so addressed the various 
ways in which heterogeneity could be found in its composition.  
 Demographic diversity within nations. Teachers also discussed the 
demographics of states in the Middle East in a manner that illustrated the diversity found 
within their citizenries. Discussing Israel, Ms. Simpson examined the origins of many 
Jews who relocated to Israel from other parts of the world before and after the 
establishment of the state. While the narratives of Israeli history introduced in classrooms 
predominantly discussed the advent of Zionism and its relationship to conditions of 
Jewish life in Europe, Ms. Simpson introduced students to the influx of members of 
world Jewry to Palestine and later Israel. She explained, “Remember Jewish migrants to 
Palestine are coming from a variety of places. Some in Europe, some not. Jewish 
migrants to Palestine have roots in a variety of places.” While the narrative of European 
Jewry tended to be privileged, there was tacit recognition of Jewish ethnic and 
geographic diversity.  
 Speaking of ideological distinctions in Israel, Ms. Marshall talked about political 
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discord among Israeli Jews. She accomplished this by broaching the subject of Israeli 
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination. She emphasized to students that “he’s not 
assassinated by Palestinians” but rather “The Israeli Prime Minister Rabin is assassinated 
in 1995 by an orthodox Jewish student who does not agree with the path that Rabin is 
taking.” The disclaimer that a Palestinian was not responsible not only serves to rightfully 
direct blame but also to underscore the divisions among Israeli Jews that engendered such 
an act. Ms. Marshall used this example of assassination to illuminate religious and 
political fault lines among Israeli Jews. 
 Similarly, when discussing Palestinians, teachers offered students recognition that 
the political actions and life conditions among Palestinians are not uniform. In Mr. 
Healey’s classroom discourse, he mentioned the differing relations Palestinians in the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank have with Israel. He informed students, “In Gaza, that’s 
where Hamas fires rockets into Israel. West Bank is a little more relaxed.” This comment 
obscures the divergent political experiences had by Palestinians residing in these two 
locales but it does explicate a feature of conditions of Palestinian life that problematizes 
any perception of their being a singular Palestinian condition.  
 Likewise, Ms. Marshall subtly offered students information about Palestinians 
during the First Intifada that offered further differentiation. This was evident when she 
explained during a PowerPoint presentation, “These protests and demonstrations guys 
last for six years and what’s important to remember is that these have widespread support 
amongst the Palestinians, including people who are not directly involved. So, the public 
is behind the uprising.” Her comments suggest that the Palestinians during the First 
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Intifada experienced prevalent group cohesion. In her account, this manifested itself 
around the ideological consensus around the uprisings. Still, she does not identify all 
Palestinians as active participants. Ms. Marshall introduced Palestinians as those 
partaking in “protests and demonstrations” and the “public” who offered support but did 
not directly engage in these activities. While not an explicit reminder to students that 
Palestinians have experienced a fractured historical experience, resulting in multiple 
Palestinian experiences, this is an indication that Ms. Marshall’s discourse did suggest 
diversity in the roles adopted by Palestinians when confronting Israel.  
 Discussions of Iran were replete with instances whereby the ideological diversity 
of the populace was introduced. Ms. Simpson devoted much attention to this, particularly 
when discussing the revolution and those who were involved in the efforts to oust the 
Shah. Unlike Mr. Wheaton who characterized the revolution and its participants only as 
Islamic, Ms. Simpson enumerated the grievances had by various segments of the Iranian 
population. Ms. Simpson introduced four different yet overlapping communities who 
engaged in acts of protest in the ousting of the Shah. Ms. Simpson explained that there 
were anti-monarchists opposed to the Shah when stating, “So, there's lots of people in 
Iran who fundamentally say, we'd really like to have more of a say in choosing our own 
government… And so lots of democrats and lots of anti-monarchists are going to become 
opposed to the Shah.” She additionally identified nationalists as another subset of those 
involved in the revolution when explaining, “And so because a lot of people start to see 
the Shah as a puppet of the United States, there's more and more objections to him from 
people on nationalist grounds.” Next, Ms. Simpson called attention to proponents of 
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human rights who opposed the Shah’s oppressive governance. She explained,  
Thing number three is that the Shah has this really brutal secret police 
organization called the SEVAK which kind of runs around arresting and 
potentially imprisoning and potentially torturing people who don't agree with the 
Shah's regime… Often cracking down on dissent will just produce more dissent.  
Lastly, Ms. Simpson described political Islamists in Iran and their involvement in the 
revolution when stating,  
[T]he Shah institutes something called the White Revolution… which has this 
goal of making Iran a more secular, so not as religiously repressive and a more 
modern country… And this is really going to upset a whole bunch of people who 
are Islamists or believe that the country should be governed according to Muslim 
principles. 
This list of discontented Iranians traverses myriad political, moral, and religious 
justifications for advancing a revolutionary agenda. Ms. Simpson complicates a narrative 
of Islamic ascendancy in Iran like the one offered in Mr. Wheaton’s discourse. Instead, 
Ms. Simpson called attention to the aggregation of disparate actors harboring numerous 
ideological currents of thought. This accomplishes a discourse of Iranian diversity during 
the Revolution that articulates a multifaceted political milieu whereby people took action 
in defense of nationalism, Iranian self-determination, human rights, and religious 
influence of society and government. Only in concluding her list does Ms. Simpson 
reference Islamist detractors of the Shah’s programs. Again, Ms. Simpson does not 
equate the religious justification for replacing the Shah with the motives that launched the 
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entire revolution. Instead, she confines this particular segment of revolutionaries. The 
lengthy list of subsets within the ranks of those who participated in the Iranian 
Revolution illuminates the fault lines within the country and displaces a monolithic 
understanding of Iranians as entirely anti-American or galvanized by the motivations of 
political Islam.  
 Diversity throughout Africa. These teachers’ representations that depicted 
communities as pluralistic extended to discussions of Africa. Mr. Valun’s discourse 
accomplished this during multiple lessons, particularly when emphasizing the disconnect 
between the realities of life in Africa versus the perceptions of European imperialists. In 
this respect, Mr. Valun called attention to 19th century European notions of a monolithic 
and inferior Africa at the same time that he illuminated the ethnic and linguistic diversity 
of the continent. Mr. Valun’s discourse that addressed diversity in Africa was contrary to 
the forms of knowledge that underpinned the European ethnocentrism studied during 
lessons on imperialism and colonialism. For instance, when looking at population maps 
of Africa, Mr. Valun reminded students, “There are, I think, if I’m not mistaken, more 
than a thousand ethnic groups in Africa. So, there’s many different people who all speak 
different languages and have different culture and have different history living on this 
continent and you have to take that into consideration.” Mr. Valun framed the history of 
imperialism in Africa in terms of the othering that took place within European countries. 
This commentary was a critique of prevalent misconceptions and their relevance to the 
treatment of Africans over the course of European ventures in Africa. 
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 Demographic diversity within African nations. Both Mr. Roberts and Ms. 
Simpson focused more specifically on the demographic diversity within particular 
African states. For Mr. Roberts, this entailed enumerating the racial divisions in South 
Africa in order to explicate the hierarchical legal statuses predicated upon racial 
categorization during apartheid. Relatedly, Ms. Simpson introduced diversity in Rwanda 
in order to help students understand the demographic divisions that precipitated the 
genocide. Even after establishing the presence of Twa, Hutu, and Tutsi peoples in 
Rwanda, Ms. Simpson delved into intragroup diversity among these peoples. For 
instances, in discussing the post-genocide political climate, Ms. Simpson discussed the 
tensions within the Hutu population when explaining, “So, right after the genocide, the 
Hutu extremists also go and assassinate the Prime Minister who is Hutu but is moderate 
so she would have, she could have potentially gotten in the way of the genocide.” This 
example calls attention to discord within the Hutu population in a narrative that otherwise 
is constructed around intergroup violence. By adding this dimension, Ms. Simpson avoids 
merely presenting two homogenous Rwandan populations in the form of the Hutu and 
Tutsi peoples. The political feuds within either community that she decided to articulate 
in her discourse offered students an added degree of depth to the history of the country. 
Otherness and Teacher Discourse of Intragroup Diversity 
 The manner in which teachers grapple with group diversity has meaningful 
implications for whether otherness is present or challenged in social studies classrooms. 
When groups are presented as monolithic, they appear to be devoid of intragroup 
diversity. Constructing knowledge that obscures the complexity of a given population’s 
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identity produces an inaccurate representation. Across classrooms, a tension existed 
between concealing and revealing the reality of intragroup plurality that typifies the 
African and Middle Eastern communities studied. At certain junctures in classroom 
discourse, it was evident that teachers failed to adequately present students with 
classroom discourse that established space to evaluate diversity whereas in other 
instances, rich descriptions of African and Middle Eastern demographic heterogeneity 
permeated classroom discourse.  
Ascribing Traits as Essences or Contingencies  
 In addition to the treatment of group diversity in the construction of otherness is 
the ascription of traits to communities. The ascription of traits to communities in 
discourses can promote otherness or challenge it. Otherness is promoted when traits are 
presumed to be essential and inborn. When traits are presented as being the product of 
innate characteristics, this interferes with an understanding that such traits are not 
biologically produced but are subject to change. Therefore, otherness is challenged when 
traits associated with a community are depicted as contingent upon historical 
circumstance and capable of changing.  
 Overall, teachers made very few discursive acts that spoke to presumed 
communal possession of essential traits. This particular facet of otherness was less 
frequently discernable in teachers’ language but subtle cues were occasionally present. 
More frequently, teachers made comments about various peoples’ traits that spoke to the 
contingent nature of their manifestations. In doing so, the notion of people possessing 
essences or a natural spirit was more often than not diminished.  
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Ascribing Essential Traits in Teacher Discourse 
 Only in Mr. Wheaton’s discourse was it evident that communities were described 
in a manner that spoke to their presumed possession of essential collective traits. In a 
previously excerpted statement, Mr. Wheaton described the Middle East as incompatible 
with democracy and free market capitalism. This explanation lacked any substantive 
information regarding the manifestations of these institutions across the Middle East. 
Instead, it ascribes a sense that peoples throughout the Middle East are incapable of 
working within the parameters of democracy and capitalism.  
 Mr. Wheaton could have referenced specific countries and the efforts to hold 
democratic elections or engender free market economies. Concrete examples would have 
advanced a more accurate assessment of the relationship between peoples of the Middle 
East and these institutions. Depending on the historical period and country, the 
relationships with democracy and capitalism have fluctuated. However, fluctuations and 
notions of varying degrees of successfully promoting democracy and capitalism were 
superseded by a sense that there exists an essential inability of the diverse peoples of the 
region to relate and operate according to the standards of conduct required for democracy 
and capitalism to exist and thrive. Mr. Wheaton’s dismissal of the region’s ability to 
successfully appropriate these institutions in any meaningful sense is tantamount to 
casting an entire region of the world as inherently incapable of doing so.  
 Beyond this particular indictment, teachers did not ascribe essential traits to 
populations. Instead, there was an effort to demonstrate that behavioral patterns and 
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tendencies were in response to particular historical conditions and subject to change. 
This, in turn, interfered with notions of otherness. 
Presenting Traits as Contingent in Teacher Discourse  
 Enmity as historically contingent. Discussions that dealt with enmity, generally, 
and anti-Americanism, specifically, occurred in multiple classrooms and were often 
developed in a way that advanced an understanding that traits exhibited by communities 
are subject to change depending on historical circumstances. When studying the 
Crusades, Mr. Valun asked students to contemplate if antagonistic relations between 
Christians and Muslims were inevitable or avoidable. For example, he explained, “If 
something is inevitable it is always going to happen. It is unavoidable. So the question 
you’re answering is, ‘Was conflict between Christians and Muslims inevitable or could it 
have been avoided?’” Mr. Valun explained to students that conflict and enmity between 
communities is not eternal and disputes are not intractable. In doing so, he presented 
intergroup relations in a manner that allowed for behavioral patterns to shift over time 
rather than presuming there is a default mode for Christians and Muslims that dictate 
behavior and result in a clash of civilizations.   
 Even while Mr. Wheaton was the only teacher to ascribe a sense of innateness to a 
perceived political and economic deficiency in the Middle East, he also spoke of other 
traits as being historically produced and contingent. He did this when discussing anti-
Americanism in Iran and the motivations behind more contemporary acts of terrorism. 
Having recounted the numerous instances of U.S. intervention in Iran over the course of 
the 20th century, Mr. Wheaton harkened to such foreign policy initiatives as underpinning 
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a sense of Iranian hostility. He explained while lecturing,   
I don't believe that typically people hate others because they're jealous of them. I 
think they dislike people or dislike nations or dislike teams because they perceive 
that what they have done is something that's not on the up and up… In the case of 
Iran and why Iran has a real problem with the United States why it calls the U.S. 
the Great Satan… we can go back to a period of time and we can see that the 
actions that were done against them have long term effects.  
While speaking of Iran as a unified whole in terms of the populace’s perception of the 
United States as the “Great Satan,” Mr. Wheaton did recognize the way in which this 
attitude may be in response to a longstanding history of intervention. This example 
complicates the ways in which otherness is constructed.  
 Mr. Wheaton depicted Iranians as monolithically anti-American. This denies the 
presence of Iranians who do not espouse such a political belief.  However, Mr. Wheaton 
does not diagnose this Iranian political stance as an intractable enmity emerging from an 
Iranian essence or national spirit. Instead, Mr. Wheaton references “actions that were 
done against them.” This vague wording was buttressed by lessons that explicitly focused 
on the role of the CIA in the ousting of Mosaddegh and other salient examples. So, even 
while not specifically addressing these “actions” in this example, Mr. Wheaton did 
feature certain mediating factors elsewhere in lessons that offered students a more 
concrete understanding of what “actions” he was referencing.  
 Relatedly, discussing contemporary acts of terrorism, Mr. Wheaton explained that 
terrorists have targeted the United States, England, and France “because of their 
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involvement in the Middle East.” Again, while couched in somewhat vague language, 
Mr. Wheaton established an association with historical circumstances and behavior and in 
that way did not reproduce a sense that with collective identity comes essential traits 
associated with a particular population. 
  Examining anti-Americanism as the product of history rather than an expression 
of a particular community’s natural tendency towards enmity with Western values 
continued in Mr. Healey and Ms. Simpson’s classes. For Mr. Healey, there is a clear and 
indisputable relationship between U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East and sentiments 
directed towards the United States in the region. Mr. Healey reduced the entire region of 
the Middle East to a homogeneous collective all sharing an identical political outlook 
regarding the United States. This outlook, according to Mr. Healey, is one of hatred.  
 In spite of his depiction of the Middle East as espousing this political position in 
its entirety and without detractors, Mr. Healey did not introduce this perceived hatred as 
an immutable reality. Instead, he situated it within an historical context, specifically the 
context of American support of Israel in spite of implicit reasons for why this would be 
considered unacceptable by the rest of the Middle East. Like Mr. Wheaton, Mr. Healey 
relied on discourse that simultaneously promoted one aspect of otherness while negating 
another feature.  
 This was unlike Ms. Simpson who also introduced anti-Americanism in her 
classroom discussion in the context of the Iranian Revolution. In her lecture on the 
revolution, Ms. Simpson explained,  
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And then finally in November, at this point the Shah's dying of cancer… and kind 
of reluctantly President Jimmy Carter says alright fine you can come here. This, 
unsurprisingly, really, really upsets a whole bunch of Iranians, particularly a 
group of militant university students and so basically they take over the American 
embassy, seize a bunch of hostages and hold them for over a year.  
Ms. Simpson describes Jimmy Carter’s admittance of the Shah into the United States as 
precipitating a spike in anti-Americanism in Iran during an already politically tumultuous 
period. She described the ramifications of President Carter’s decision to host the Shah as 
upsetting a particular community within Iran. This differs from Mr. Wheaton who did not 
enumerate various factions within Iran. In calling limited attention to the hostage 
situation, Ms. Simpson both introduced the anti-Americanism in Iran as being 
exacerbated by controversial decisions made by Jimmy Carter and as being something 
that was received poorly by a subset of Iranians rather than the entire nation. These 
examples of enmity and anti-Americanism call attention to teachers’ decisions to discuss 
the Middle East in a manner that often did not reinforce notions of immutable inborn 
traits that undergirded communal behavior. 
  Communal fault lines as historically contingent. Regarding Africa, teachers 
integrated into their classroom discourse statements that challenged otherness by 
speaking to the contingent nature of traits associated with communities. Ms. Simpson 
explained that fault lines in Rwanda were not biological. Instead, they were the result of 
marriage and the acceptance of racial distinctions that had not always existed but became 
ubiquitous with the Belgian colonial presence. Mr. Valun also introduced national 
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identity as something that is inculcated rather than a fixed identity marker when studying 
the case of Ethiopian nationalism. He explained that Ethiopian cultural components had 
existed for thousands of years but were not fused into a sense of national identity until the 
external threat of Italian intervention appeared.  
 Perceived deficiencies as historically deficient. Mr. Valun addressed the 
purported deficiency in Africa exemplified by widespread poverty through similar 
historical explanation. He stated to students that Africa once had many incredibly 
wealthy empires known for the amount of gold had at their disposal. Yet, colonialism and 
imperialism were partially to blame for the current economic deprivation in parts of the 
continent. Through such explanations, the peoples of Africa were provided historical 
justification for the wide range of issues from intergroup violence to endemic poverty 
that have typified contemporary conditions on the continent. While still broaching 
difficult topics, this was done in a manner that reduced perceptions of otherness, as 
African populations themselves were not cast as possessing traits that made these 
conditions possible. Instead they were presented as the product of circumstance. Such 
representations offer students the opportunity to get a glimpse of the events that resulted 
in today’s Africa without sanitizing such narratives or resorting to the reductive 
depictions by ascribing innate traits to people as a means of historical explication. 
Otherness and Ascribing Communal Traits 
 Teachers tended to avoid ascribing traits to communities as though African and 
Middle Eastern populations possessed national spirits of group essences. Therefore, this 
particular feature of otherness was not prevalent or often reinforced. Instead, the context 
  
224
offered by historical narratives abated this aspect of otherness. However, when groups 
were represented as having essential tendencies, this begat otherness. Decontextualized 
descriptions of innate deficiencies foment otherness, as there is no concrete factual 
backing to deter such portrayals from conflating behavior with inborn essences. 
Perceptions that different communities possess their own inherent nature relates to 
exaggerations of difference that also underpins notions of otherness. 
Describing Differences between Communities 
 Cultural differences exist between communities. Recognizing this does not 
necessarily result in otherness. Acknowledging differences may be part of the process of 
affirming the particularities found between various communities. Identifying differences 
can be a means of affirming the value of culturally specific facets of identity. For 
instance, multiculturalism validates the diverse perspectives and experiences of 
communities and considers difference to be something worth celebrating. Yet, cultural 
differences may be exaggerated in order present groups as being remote from one 
another. In doing so, otherness is reinforced as group similarities are minimized. Contrary 
to this, not exaggerating differences between communities and recognizing shared 
identity components may challenge otherness as it undermines the tendency to presume 
groups identity is static and discrete. Teachers both exaggerated differences between 
communities and also minimized these differences to call attention to similarities 
between peoples.  
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Exaggerating Cultural Differences in Teacher Discourse  
 Developed and developing worlds. Teachers exaggerated differences between 
populations in numerous and ways in their classroom discourses. Mr. Wheaton tended to 
establish differences between the “Developed” and “Developing” world. He explicitly 
constructed this dichotomy when explaining to students why terms such as First World 
and Third World are defunct now that the Cold War has ended. Mr. Wheaton stated, “So, 
we don’t use First World or Second World and still out of ease and comfort we still use 
the Third World but it’s more Developing nations versus a Developed nation.” This 
binary of Developing and Developed serves as a border to distinguish between nations 
based on a sense of economic and political status that Mr. Wheaton did not outline 
according to any explicit criteria. However, despite not discussing the criteria used to 
make this determination, Mr. Wheaton bifurcated human society into two easily 
identifiable categories that served to highlight difference.  
 Regarding the Middle East, Mr. Wheaton characterized the United States as 
possessing the means to impact the world and the Middle East as being a region that was 
unstable and requiring outside assistance. He accomplished this by describing various 
presidential foreign policy doctrines. Mr. Wheaton explained, “Barack Obama or George 
W. Bush saying we have to have troops in Iraq or troops in Afghanistan because this 
stabilizes this region, places a huge responsibility on the United States.” In this 
description, the United States is a Developed nation with the moral and material capacity 
to reestablish stability in parts of the world that are experiencing instability. Embedded 
within this discourse is a sense that certain parts of the world are so unstable that they 
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require relief from those who are exemplars of stability.  
 Mr. Wheaton referred to the presence of troops in Iraq and Afghanistan as having 
a stabilizing effect and that the presence of these troops was a responsibility placed upon 
the United States. Resembling the notion of the White Man’s Burden, Mr. Wheaton’s 
discourse exaggerated differences between parts of the world in order to establish a thesis 
in favor of American interventionism. Such an understanding is sustained by 
distinguishing between a stable United States and an unstable Middle East.  
 Relatedly, when Mr. Healey stated that the Middle East was not a place people 
want to visit in the summer because “it’s got a rough history,” he was drawing a 
distinction between desirable and undesirable parts of the world. In spite of the “rough 
history” experienced by other peoples elsewhere in the world over the course of the 20th 
century, Mr. Healey reserved this characterization for the Middle East in order to 
differentiate the region from other more desirable places whose histories of war and 
instability are supposedly not so insurmountable as to render them undesirable.  
 Family structures. Cultural differences were also illuminated and exaggerated 
through anecdotal accounts. For instance, Mr. Wheaton exaggerated differences between 
conventional family structures in the United States and Muslim communities when 
offering background to Osama bin Laden’s life. During this he introduced polygamy in 
Islam. He stated, “Bin Laden is one of fifty-five children from the father. The father sired 
fifty-five children with eight wives. Bin Laden is one of the fifty-five… the father has 
been dead for a while now. Probably exhausted.” In this example, Mr. Wheaton did not 
merely present the permissibility of polygamy as a feature of Muslim family structure as 
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a cultural difference. Instead, he presented this cultural difference through a rather 
atypical example. This discursive act not only establishes polygamy as a form of cultural 
difference between American and certain Muslim family structures but rather it does so 
in a way that makes this difference so marked as to have no possible commonality 
between it and normative American family structures. 
 Religious expressions. Mr. Wheaton tended to rely on examples that did not 
speak to the majority of Arab or Muslim experiences but honed in on those that are more 
exemplary of fringe or ostensibly radical expressions of Islam. For instance, when 
discussing the September 11th Attacks in a lesson whereby students listened to Bruce 
Springsteen songs then discussed their relevance to this event, Mr. Wheaton weighed the 
religious convictions of the perpetrators of these attacks against those of Americans 
grappling with existential questions after the attacks. He explained,  
Yes, so the last words that were stated came from the hijackers who crashed the 
planes and what were they? Does anybody know? God is great. So, there is this 
appeal to Allah at that point right before the suicide happens. So it becomes this 
connection. If you're notion of religion is based upon being taken care of and 
something really terrible happens, then is your religious foundation shaken? I 
would suspect yes… a lot of people who were affected directly by 9/11 outright 
reject the idea of God that they were religious in their own way, whatever religion 
that they were, and after 9/11 there becomes this rejection. If this is the God that 
did this, then I have to reject this.  
Mr. Wheaton explained that the perpetrators were to have said “God is Great” before 
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executing their attacks whereas many Americans who lost loved ones on that day were 
known to have questioned or even rejected their previous belief in God in response. This 
juxtaposition presents the religious convictions of the September 11th perpetrators and 
those of presumably typical Americans as equivalents.  
 In establishing this equivalency, Mr. Wheaton did not include any reference to 
Muslims who are not associated with al-Qaeda and this particular interpretation of Islam. 
As such, this dichotomy weighs Muslims willing to die for their faith against Americans, 
the religious denominations of which Mr. Wheaton never identifies, who are capable of 
having doubt, questioning their faith, and even rejecting it when the world appears too 
dim to confirm their previous commitment to religion. Without introducing other 
Muslims outside of those involved in al-Qaeda as a counter-point, Mr. Wheaton presents 
Muslims as absolute bearers of a faith and Americans as flexible in their beliefs. 
 Use of force. This resembles Mr. Wheaton’s explication of the justness of 
American use of force in Afghanistan versus the unfathomable use of force by Muslims 
against the United States. Mr. Wheaton introduced an anecdote wherein he described a 
public talk given by the Dali Lama where the Tibetan Buddhist known for peaceful 
political stances condoned the use of force against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in 
Afghanistan. Mr. Wheaton stated, “Somebody asked the Dali Lama the question what do 
you think about fighting in Afghanistan. Everybody chuckled like this was a softball 
question; of course the Dali Lama’s going to say ‘no, no fighting.’ Dali Lama say, ‘it’s 
ok, justified.’” This vignette serves to further demarcate between al-Qaeda and the 
Taliban and the United States but it is done in a manner that presumes there are innately 
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justifiable and unjustifiable uses of force with certain communities having a monopoly on 
determining what is righteous and what is reprehensible.  
Identifying Similarities in Teacher Discourse 
 Contrary to exaggerating differences in such a way that minimized similarities 
and promoted a sense African and Middle Eastern cultural remoteness was teachers’ 
discourse that identified cultural similarities. Doing so did not deny the existence of 
cultural difference. Instead, it established a ground to recognize and discuss shared 
features of identity that are not bound to a particular people or place but, rather, permeate 
multiple communities. By acknowledging shared features of identity and society, teachers 
challenged otherness as their representations did not build and fortify boundaries.  
 Abrahamic traditions. The most frequently occurring means for minimizing 
difference and recognizing similarities was by speaking to the shared origins of various 
monotheistic communities. Mr. Valun explained that during the Golden Age of Islam, 
Muslims protected Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians. He also underscored the shared 
belief in the same god between Jews, Christians, and Muslims. To his class, Mr. Valun 
posed the following questions, “[W]hy would Muslims want to protect Jews, Christians, 
and Zoroastrians? Why would they be willing to protect these religions when… they 
practice a different religion than Islam?” To this, Mr. Valun answered, “Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims all believe in and pray to the same god.” In these statements, Mr. Valun 
invoked the shared monotheism of Muslims, Christians, and Jews to discuss the relatively 
benign treatment of non-Muslims during the ascendant years of Islam.  
 Both Mr. Valun and Ms. Simpson continued to establish connections between 
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various monotheistic communities. They accomplished this by referring to Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam as Abrahamic religions, addressing their common origins. In Mr. 
Valun’s class, he explained, “Yeah, they’re all Abrahamic religions. So, under Islam, 
these particular religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Zoroastrians were protected because 
Muslims recognized that they had something in common with these people even if they 
followed different religions.” Similarly, in the context of introducing the Mandate of 
Palestine under British aegis, Ms. Simpson stated, “[W]hat after World War One 
becomes known as the Mandate of Palestine controls some very, very, very holy sites for 
all three of those Abrahamic religions.” Whereas the possibility exists to refer to Judeo-
Christian traditions, thereby separating Islam, Ms. Simpson and Mr. Valun selected 
verbiage that explicitly tethered the three together to a common origin. The term 
“Abrahamic traditions” solidifies a relationship based on a shared origin that is inclusive 
of Islam in a way that other alternative terminology would not accomplish.  
 Teachers also spoke of the shared importance of Jerusalem between all three 
major monotheistic faiths. Ms. Marshall referred to adherents of these faiths as “Peoples 
of the Book,” another inclusive term, and used this as a launching pad to introducing 
Jerusalem as a locale emotionally invested in by members of each faith community. This 
came in the context of discussing the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. Even while 
emphasizing strife between communities, she did this while framing conflict as wedded 
to a shared reverence for place. Ms. Marshall explained, “[T]he religious piece does play 
a role because all three Peoples of the Book, if you will, Christians, Jews, and Muslims, 
feel as though this land is holy.” Mr. Wheaton and Mr. Valun also similarly addressed the 
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shared sense of the sanctity of Jerusalem across religious communities. Speaking of 
Jerusalem, Mr. Wheaton asked his students, “The West Bank has a city in it, the holiest 
city of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and what’s the name of this city?” While 
overemphasizing the importance of Jerusalem to Muslims, as it is often referred to as 
being the third holiest city in Islam, Mr. Wheaton minimized the theological and cultural 
differences between these religions and their respective adherents by identifying 
Jerusalem as having profound importance across faiths. Mr. Valun referenced Jerusalem 
in the same vein in his class albeit elaborating more so on the importance of the city for 
each faith. During a class discussion after viewing the film Kingdom of Heaven, which 
depicted battles between Crusaders and Saladin’s forces, He explained, 
Jerusalem is important to all of the Abrahamic religions. For the Jews, that was 
where they had a major temple there that was destroyed by the Romans. 
Jerusalem is where Jesus Christ was crucified, buried, and resurrected… And, for 
Islam, it's also an important city. They have a lot of holy sites there as well. So, 
for all three of the Abrahamic religions, Jerusalem is a holy place and that's why 
they're fighting. 
Again, like Mr. Wheaton, Mr. Valun simultaneously called attention to the conflicts 
between certain members of these faith communities while also establishing space for 
their shared attachment to Jerusalem. Through the Abrahamic tradition and Jerusalem, 
teachers minimized theological differences between Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  
 Complimentary and critical similarities. Teachers more explicitly discussed 
shared aspects of peoples in Africa, the Middle East, and the United States in ways that 
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called attention to features of heritage along with social problems. Doing so allowed 
teachers to openly discuss certain laudable and lamentable similarities between the 
United States and other parts of the world.  
 Religious expressions. Mr. Valun likened the African Animism that blended to 
Islam with various Native American religious practices that centered on reverence for 
nature. He explained to his class when discussing Islam in Africa,  
Have you guys seen Pocahontas? You know how there's the color of the wind and 
you can hear the song of the trees, that's basically animism, the idea that 
everything around us, every tree, every body of water, has a spirit and is 
connected to the rest of the world. That's the idea behind animism.  
As previously discussed, Mr. Valun’s statement about the melding of Islam with African 
Animism is illustrative of teacher discourse that constructs a pluralistic understanding of 
Muslim and African identities. Moreover, by invoking the reference point of Native 
American spirituality, Mr. Valun’s representation of one permutation of Islam in Africa 
was connected to a Native form of expression in the United States. Such a reference point 
does not cast Native and African Muslim traditions as identical. Instead, they are 
presented as analogous in a way that recognizes difference but without exaggerating it to 
render one form of religious expression unintelligible to an American audience.  
 Ms. Simpson also established a similarity between Christianity in the United 
States and Islam in the Middle East by calling attention to problematic expressions. She 
did this by broaching the existence of radical forms of all monotheistic religions. In doing 
so, Ms. Simpson was able to challenge the sense that radicalism is particular to Islam or 
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the Middle East. She accomplished this by introducing an analogy, stating, “bin Laden is 
to Islam as the KKK is to Christianity.” By constructing this analogy, Ms. Simpson 
explained to students that radical or fanatical versions of a faith are not unique to Islam 
but are even found within the United States and have taken forms that are embedded 
within the collective experience of this country.  
 Rituals and traditions. Teachers often relied on examples of various rituals to 
make African peoples appear to be less culturally remote than may otherwise appear. 
Often, teachers were explicit in stating that certain themes discussed in the context of 
studying Africa should have resonance to students in the United States, as they are not 
dissimilar from issues found in this country. For example, when discussing South Africa, 
Mr. Roberts informed his class, “[M]y experience teaching this stuff is that sometimes 
kids start to go ‘Oh, it’s Africa. It’s so far away. The ideas are so foreign.’ No, there are 
some universal themes here that I think you might find to be surprising and also, at the 
same time, relatable.” Relatedly, Mr. Valun emphasized the existence of oral traditions in 
African, European and American cultures to explain to students that African oral 
historical accounts are not unintelligible to customs commonplace in their own milieu. 
Mr. Valun explained that many stories, such as Rumpelstiltskin, were once transmitted 
orally in a manner akin to that of African histories.  
 In another lesson, when discussing Ethiopian nationalism, Mr. Valun had students 
discuss nationalistic procedures found in the United States, even within their own school 
in order to help students appreciate the mechanisms that instilled a sense of their own 
national allegiance parallel to that experienced by their counterparts in Ethiopia. He 
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accomplished this by reminding them of the Pledge of Allegiance and the fact that 
national identity is constructed in the United States and Ethiopia. He elaborated, “As 
children, you guys were taught to recite a pledge that says you will uphold the country 
that this flag supports, that this flag represents, right. That's nationalism. You're taught 
nationalism.” Ms. Simpson mirrored Mr. Valun’s approach when describing the 
tendencies between Hutus and Tutsis to marry within economic classes. She explained, 
“But overtime, as I just said, people are starting getting married within their social class. 
And that’s not specific to Rwanda. That’s true today in the United States.” In this 
example, Ms. Simpson was making the effort to convey how identities crystalized over 
time. She did not exoticize this notion but instead explained how this phenomenon is 
similar in the United States where college educated individuals are prone to marry within 
their own ranks.  
 Government structures. Teachers also called attention to the structures of 
government in order to illustrate commonalities between communities. For instance, 
when lecturing on Iranian history in the 20th century, Ms. Simpson described the 
monopoly on power held by the Shah of Iran. However, she did not describe him in terms 
that would make this consolidation of power appear to be particular to Iran. Rather, Ms. 
Simpson described his actions as consistent with monarchy more generally. She stated, 
“[T]he Shah is not a democratic ruler. That’s not the Shah’s fault… Anyone who’s a 
king, or a monarch, or an emperor or a princess or whatever, that’s fundamentally not a 
democratically elected position.” Similarly, Mr. Roberts explicitly and repeatedly drew 
connections between the governmental system and race relations in South Africa and the 
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United States. While enumerating multiple similarities between the two countries, he 
referenced republicanism as a touchstone of U.S. and South African governments. During 
a PowerPoint presentation in the first lesson on the South Africa unit, he explained, “I put 
this in just so you know the context of how the government functions in South Africa. It 
has a constitution. It’s a republic.” He would continue this comparison when stating, “We 
have elected representatives. So they have elected representatives.” In these examples, 
Mr. Roberts listed many features of government found in either country, including a 
republican system, the election of representatives, and a constitution.  
 Mr. Roberts continued to represent race relations in either country as also being 
similarly unjust in spite of the aforementioned aspects of government. In defining 
apartheid, Mr. Roberts explained,  
[I]t's not different from the United States initially because the segregation act… 
actually, and again adjusting and addressing really minute areas, so things like 
these, like there'd be a hospital for Whites, a hospital for non-Whites or for Blacks 
or for Coloreds. We know about this. This was the case in the United States, right. 
While apartheid may appear to be unfathomable, Mr. Roberts drew connections between 
the condition of Black South Africans and African-Americans. Segregation served as the 
fodder necessary for Mr. Roberts to establish this overlap between the two countries. 
While this is a critical comparison calling attention to undesirable similarities, this is an 
effort to minimize differences nonetheless.  
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Otherness and Representing Differences between Communities 
 Exaggerating differences can have the effect of establishing boundaries and gulfs 
between communities. Minimizing differences to locate commonalities may make these 
boundaries more porous and bridge these gulfs. To varying extents, teachers represented 
African and Middle Eastern communities in ways that exaggerated and minimized 
differences. In instances where differences were exaggerated, the peoples being studied 
were made to appear that much more dissimilar from the cultural and political norms in 
the United States. Conversely, when differences were not presented as insurmountable, 
teachers’ representations engendered connections between peoples of the world. 
Cultural Diffusion and Hybridity 
 Related to teachers’ discursive treatment of difference is that of cultural diffusion 
and hybridity. Cultural diffusion and hybridity are the byproducts of intergroup relations 
that result from the dissemination of ideas and influences across communal boundaries. 
When such diffusion and hybridity is emphasized in discursive representations, it is a 
means to reveal the interactions between communities and the lasting legacies left as 
ideas are exchanged and identities are modified in the process. Through interactions that 
enable cultural diffusion and hybridity, collective identities evolve in ways that 
undermine notions of absolute distinctiveness. Instead of being pure and distinct, 
diffusion allows for peoples to appropriate and modify their own culture through outside 
influence. The processes that avail diffusion and hybridization tend to be travel, trade, 
diplomacy, and access to knowledge produced elsewhere.  
 Otherness is premised on presumptions that identities are pure and authentic 
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rather than the product of constant evolution, borrowing, and transmission across 
communal lines that have historically shifted and fluctuated. In discourse, otherness is 
produced when cultural diffusion and resulting hybridity is minimized or not 
acknowledged. Otherness is challenged when there is recognition of this phenomenon. 
Such recognition challenges otherness because it is in direct contradistinction to notions 
such as the clash of civilizations that posits that certain peoples are inherently different 
and that differences are intractable.  
Deemphasizing Cultural Diffusion and Hybridity in Teacher Discourse  
 There were very few explicit instances whereby cultural diffusion was explicitly 
deemphasized. Mr. Wheaton did so in the context the Middle East’s supposed inability to 
accept democracy and capitalism. Mr. Wheaton’s remarks regarding the incompatibility 
of the Middle East with free market capitalism and democracy minimized the extent to 
which his discourse acknowledged the influence of the United States in the region as a 
result of globalization. Whereas both these institutions have been tried and integrated into 
different Middle Eastern countries to varying extents, Mr. Wheaton’s claim that they are 
not found in the region denies the transmission of political and economic influences 
across borders. This sets the Middle East apart from ongoing processes of geopolitical 
and economic influences. 
Recognizing Cultural Diffusion and Hybridity in Teacher Discourse  
 There was occasional recognition that African and Middle Eastern communities 
did engage other peoples in cultural diffusion. Unlike other forms of discourse that were 
more regularly invoked to challenge notions of otherness, explicit discussions of cultural 
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diffusion were uncommon. Because many of the narratives found in classrooms dealt 
with conflict and antagonistic intergroup relations, illuminating examples of cultural 
exchange, reciprocity, and evolution were not congruent with these accounts. However, 
Mr. Valun’s emphasis on golden ages as a narrative emplotment opened space in 
classroom discourse to substantively discuss examples of cultural diffusion and melding. 
 Preserving, trading, and melding cultures. Mr. Valun was more consistent in 
describing Africa and the Middle East in terms that emphasized cultural diffusion and 
hybridization. Because he focused much of his studies on the concept of Golden Ages, 
his classroom discourse was unique in promoting representations of exchange and 
appropriation. He repeatedly introduced narratives of group interaction, particularly of 
the variety that promoted trade of ideas and information. When discussing the Golden 
Age of Islam, he had students try to define the term. After having students share their 
responses, He then explained, “The Golden Age of Islam, which we’re going to start 
studying now produced some lasting effects, some lasting consequences for the rest of the 
world.” The use of the term “lasting consequences” speaks to the ongoing reverberations 
Mr. Valun considers Islam and Muslims have had in human development. Additionally, 
Mr. Valun did not circumscribe Muslim influence to a particular people or region. 
Instead, he described Muslims as being cultural benefactors whose influence had global 
reach and is embedded in cultures across the world. Mr. Valun even explicitly stated that 
cultures produce hybrid forms when stating in the same unit, “Their cultures blended” 
during a discussion of Muslim traders and their exposure to non-Muslims. He made this 
blending of cultures more concrete when informing students in a discussion on the spread 
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of Islam, “So the Muslims not only, Muslim traders, Arabian traders not only went out 
and shared their wealth, but they also shared their religion.” Mr. Valun did not present the 
transmission of Islam as something forcefully imposed upon converts outside the Arabian 
Peninsula. Instead of a narrative of Muslim conquest, he offered students an alternative 
vision of Muslims during the early years of Islam as a community engaging in 
meaningful and lasting economic and social relations across the Middle East and Africa. 
 Mr. Valun devoted a considerable amount of attention to the role of Muslims in 
safeguarding the knowledge produced by earlier civilizations that otherwise may have 
been lost to time. According to his discourse, Muslims served as the custodians of Greek, 
Latin, and Persian documents and knowledge through the establishment of libraries and 
universities. Mr. Valun validated the role of Muslims in their contribution to human 
civilization. He explained that “a lot of knowledge was forgotten in Europe, but was 
preserved in the Muslim, in the Muslim World, in the Arabic speaking world, and then it 
made its way back to Europe.” Here, the diffusion of knowledge between antiquity, 
Muslims, and, later, various Europeans is explicitly discussed. Mr. Valun positioned 
Europe as experiencing a form of historical amnesia as there was a surge of Muslim 
intellectual prowess being displayed in the form of intellectual preservation and study.  
 Mr. Valun described an appetite for knowledge as being one of the focal points of 
early Muslim society. This was underscored when he stated that Muslims “had a mission, 
and their mission was to try and translate all of the knowledge in the world into Arabic.” 
This emphasis on rendering knowledge intelligible through translation represents 
Muslims as receptive to ideas outside of Islam. He emphasized the fact that Muslims did 
  
240
not simply study ideas originating from other historical communities but instead stressed, 
“these different Greek, Roman, and Persian ideas were kind of blended together into this 
Muslim identity, this Muslim philosophy.” Such reliance on words like “blend” speaks to 
Mr. Valun’s discursive consistency in presenting students with the ongoing and 
influential nature of cultural diffusion that helped shape Islamic thought and Muslim 
identities since its earliest days.  
 According to Mr. Valun, Islam is not inherently incompatible with the schools of 
thought often considered to be the cornerstone of Western civilization. Instead, his 
classroom discourse offered students with a perspective that affirmed the role of Muslims 
in holding, studying, and integrating these same ideas. Not only does this serve to 
minimize presumed cultural differences between Western and Muslim civilizations, it 
also deflates claims that such a binary separation exists. Instead, a counter-narrative of 
Muslim receptivity to external influences replaces this narrative of a division between 
Western and Muslim civilizations whereby the West is the product of Greek and Latin 
thought and Muslims find their epistemological tenets in scriptural sources.  
Otherness and Teacher Discourse on Cultural Diffusion and Hybridity  
 Recognizing the diffusion of cultural products across communal boundaries is a 
challenge to the formation of perceptions of otherness. The concepts of cultural diffusion 
and hybridization of identity were relatively unseen in teachers’ classroom discourse. Mr. 
Valun’s lessons lent themselves to discussions of these concepts more so than other 
teachers due to his reliance on narratives of golden ages and intergroup relations that 
were not primarily focused on conflict or deleterious relations between peoples. Instead, 
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his lessons, particularly those on Muslims, focused on the migration, spreading, and 
blending of cultural influences. Such emphases limited the space available to produce 
notions of otherness as the framework of otherness was not found in his representations. 
Emotional Associations 
 Recognizing the hybridization of cultures and identities interferes with notions 
that collective identities are innate and immutable. Moreover, this discourse confounds 
perceptions of remoteness between peoples due to intractable differences and clearly 
defined cultural demarcations. Similarly, the absence or presence of emotional 
associations also has implications for whether otherness is challenged or promoted in 
discourse. 
 Representations can convey an emotional attachment to the subjects being 
described. Constructions of historical narratives serve as vehicles through which 
emotional attachments to a particular community may be permitted or prohibited. When 
emotional associations with a community are negative or even muted in a particular 
representation, this may promote otherness. Likewise, when positive emotional 
associations with a community are manifest in representations, otherness may be 
challenged as the community in question is depicted in a manner deserving of empathy 
and compassion rather than being kept at an emotional distance. As with the other aspects 
in the construction of otherness, teachers employed classroom discourse whereby African 
and Middle Eastern communities were depicted in ways that both withheld and were 
replete with emotional associations, both negative and positive.  
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Muting and Withholding Emotional Associations in Teacher Discourse  
 Teacher discourse that muted or withheld emotional associations with the people 
being represented was numerous but did not occur with frequency across classrooms. Mr. 
Wheaton tended to reserve positive emotional associations in his discourse even when 
discussing topics whereby other teachers were more explicit in issuing statements that 
were emotionally laden. Mr. Wheaton’s statements that muted emotional associations 
were found in his discourse about various peoples in the Middle East. These statements 
transcended topic and historical episodes.  
 Palestinians and compromise. When discussing the ongoing unresolved political 
disputes between Israel and the Palestinian people, Mr. Wheaton characterized 
Palestinians as unwilling to compromise. When lecturing, he explained, “They don’t want 
to give up their claim on any of it and in fact if they’d gone back to ’48 and they’d just 
agreed to each take a half a loaf of bread instead of wanting a whole loaf then potentially 
the whole solution would have been solved.” In this remark, Mr. Wheaton obliquely 
referred to the United Nations Resolution 181 to partition the Mandate of Palestine into 
Jewish and Palestinian states. Mr. Wheaton did not explicitly endorse a narrative in 
support of Israel. Yet, knowing that Zionist leadership accepted the U.N. Resolution 
whereas Palestinian representatives rejected the partition plan, there is a subtle 
withholding of empathy for the Palestinian political aspirations and justification behind 
their unwillingness to compromise.  
 Iraqi war casualties. Mr. Wheaton often represented narratives of Middle 
Eastern topics from a dominant United States perspective that did not consider other 
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perspectives. As such, his discourse was often emotionally charged in a manner that was 
sympathetic to the people of the United States but not necessarily other communities. 
One particularly salient example occurred when he was discussing the human toll of the 
2003 U.S. led invasion of Iraq. Mr. Wheaton offered students a seemingly comprehensive 
list of the monetary cost and human suffering brought on by the war. In this instance 
previously cited as an example of suppression found in an historical account, Mr. 
Wheaton disaggregated the casualty figures to account for U.S. military personnel and 
private contractors who died in the conflict, adding a high degree of specificity to his 
recounting of the human cost of war. Mr. Wheaton continued to describe the relatively 
substantial amount of war-related injuries sustained by surviving U.S. veterans of the war 
and the long-term implications regarding treatment and care for veterans. Additionally, 
Mr. Wheaton described the financial burden posed by the war in terms that he conceded 
are difficult to comprehend. Lastly, he described the high rate of suicides among U.S. 
veterans as the most “disturbing” product of the war in terms of the human toll.  
 Mr. Wheaton’s comments are replete with an emotional association with the 
United States and the military personnel and contractors who fought in Iraq. Another 
layer of emotional association is present in his concern for the ongoing financial cost of 
waging war and treating returning veterans. Yet, in these remarks, Mr. Wheaton did not 
include any reference to the casualties among Iraqi soldiers or civilians. This is indicative 
of the ways in which emotional associations may be reserved in discourse. By confining 
the discussion of the human cost of war to U.S. personnel, Mr. Wheaton circumvented 
  
244
any possibility that Iraqis could be discussed in a manner that granted them an emotional 
association. 
Positive and Explicit Emotional Associations in Teacher Discourse  
 Addressing stereotyping. Teachers often represented communities in ways that 
were replete with emotional associations that were more positive and explicit in their 
discourse. Both Mr. Valun and Ms. Simpson expressed an emotional association with 
people who have historically been on the receiving end of stereotypes and demeaning 
portrayals. Mr. Valun’s lessons on imperialism and colonialism dealt with the 
problematic nature of Orientalism and paternalism. He described both these concepts to a 
student during a small group activity as a “kind of like stereotyping” at the expense of 
populations who were cast as backwards and requiring outside assistance to elevate them 
to a more civilized condition. Through these concepts, Mr. Valun honed in on 19th and 
early 20th century tropes that underpinned a consciousness of imperialism and perceived 
European racial superiority. Addressing more contemporary disparaging terminology, 
Ms. Simpson asked her students to refrain from referring to Arabs as “A-rabs” as the term 
has become associated with bigoted sentiments. In response to a student’s use of the term 
“A-rab,” Ms. Simpson put aside her prepared lesson to explain, 
I have never encountered anybody here who actually had racist things to say 
about Arabs and Muslims but I will ask that in the context of actually talking 
about the ethnic group, you say Arab and not “A-rab.” Not because it is 
intrinsically bad but because… that particular pronunciation is associated with a 
lot of really, really, really bigoted sentiments. 
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The use of the term “A-rab” offers a more subtle form of othering Arab populations. 
Unlike the Orientalism and paternalism Mr. Valun discussed as historical artifacts of 
bigotry, the term “A-rab” is a recent colloquialism that conjures negative associations 
albeit in a manner that is not as explicitly grounded in a sense of explicit racial theory 
that added intellectual heft to Orientalist and paternalist notions of Western superiority.  
 Ms. Simpson indicted the use of the term “A-rab” for fostering bigotry and asked 
students not to use the term, speaking to how its usage has become commonplace and 
casual. Ms. Simpson attempted to disavow her students of endorsing a contemporary term 
the subtext of which they may not have realized. Ms. Simpson’s request that students 
distance themselves from terms that may appear innocuous but have come to possess a 
bigoted sensibility speaks to the subtle ways in which othering permeates language. By 
countering the use of the term in her classroom, Ms. Simpson’s discourse exhibited 
sympathy for those who are described in bigoted terms. 
 Ms. Simpsons continued to convey empathetic representations of Muslims as a 
group that has been demonized. She called attention to instances of Islamophobia and the 
subsequent victimization of innocent people because of this prejudice. Additionally, Ms. 
Simpson called attention to the militant interpretation of jihad by a minority of Muslims. 
In her discourse, these seemingly separate matters were two ways in which the majority 
of Muslims have been adversely effected from without and within. She explained to 
students how jihad had been subjected to an “extreme interpretation” of the sort that 
provokes fear and suspicion. This fear and suspicion of Muslims due to militant jihadists 
was, according to Ms. Simpson, consequential for the prevalence of Islamophobia after 
  
246
September 11, 2001. Ms. Simpson went on to provide examples of individuals who were 
intentionally targeted for being or appearing to be Muslim. In doing so, she developed an 
emotional association with a population that was having its identity recast in a militant 
fashion by a minority from within as well as being demonized from without.  
 Recognizing victimhood. Across classrooms whereby teachers introduced topics 
pertaining to the contemporary Middle East, Jewish communities were often depicted in 
ways that had strong emotional associations. In particular, the common association with 
Jews and victimhood served to propel these strong emotional representations. Mr. 
Wheaton, Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healey, and Ms. Simpson all discussed Jewish persecution 
in Europe in ways that were sympathetic to the historical plight of Jews who were 
subjected to persecution. These teachers discussed Jewish life in Europe on terms of 
being historically precarious and rapidly deteriorating in the 20th century. These 
narratives offered an emotional association with a community teachers framed as 
ostracized, discriminated against, oppressed, and subjected to genocide.  
 These emotional associations with the conditions of Jewish life in Europe brought 
on by anti-Semitism and, later, the Holocaust served as the foundation for emotional 
associations made with Israeli Jews in the Middle East. Discussing the establishment of 
the State of Israel, Mr. Wheaton reminded students that five Arab countries “attacked” 
Israel upon David Ben-Gurion’s declaration of independence. Mr. Wheaton presented 
Arab countries as aggressors and Israel as a defender during the 1947-1949 war. With the 
Holocaust as a backdrop to his discussion of these events, Mr. Wheaton extended 
sympathy for persecution of Jews to his narrative of events in the Middle East. This 
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continued even as he discussed more contemporary events far removed from Jewish life 
in Europe and the events of the Holocaust. Regarding the series of incursions into the 
Gaza Strip in response to rocket attacks originating there, Mr. Wheaton explained that 
Israel’s concern for safety results in its use of the military. He stated, “Yes, so when 
Israel needs to defend this land because they feel as though they’re going to be attacked, 
then they will go after places in the Gaza.” The association with Jews as victims and an 
emotionally charged representation of Jewish history in Europe and in the Middle East 
allowed Mr. Wheaton to frame events that Mr. Healey and Ms. Marshall considered more 
morally ambiguous in sympathetic terms. 
 Sympathy towards the sovereign yearnings and suffering of Arabs, generally, and 
Palestinians, specifically, also appeared in teacher discourse. Ms. Simpson lectured on 
the events of the First World War and the advent of the Mandate system in a manner that 
was sympathetic to a sense that Arabs had been deceived by the British whose assurances 
of independence were not kept. She explained, 
[A] lot of those Arabs thought they were fighting for their independence and, in 
fact, it turned out they were just fighting to move from rule by the Turks to rule 
by the British or the French so that kind of sucks for them. 
Ms. Simpson’s language speaks to her sense that Arabs who provided military assistance 
to the British were betrayed after the war and were not rewarded with the promises of 
independence that had been made previously by British agents. Her sympathy is 
expressed when stating that Arabs went from one form of foreign rule to the next in spite 
of their sacrifices.  
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 This mirrors the explicit emotional associations made when discussing 
Palestinians. Mr. Healey concertedly selected a narrative that introduce a Palestinian 
perspective and in doing so offered a sympathetic depiction to students. He explained, 
“We always hear the Jewish side but I think this is a good example of seeing how 
Palestinians view this crisis and the crimes that are being committed and the unfairness 
and the unjust events that unfold.” Here, Mr. Healey explained that his lesson was an 
attempt to offer students an otherwise marginalized version of events that affirms a 
Palestinian perspective. Moreover, he described Palestinians as being subjected to 
“crimes” and that this constitutes a situation predicated upon “unfairness.”  
 Couching his explanation for why a Palestinian narrative would be introduced in 
class with such explicit language openly describes Palestinians as a community deserving 
of recognition for experiencing plight and suffering. Relatedly, Ms. Simpson discussed 
the Palestinian refugee crisis that ensued during the 1947-1949 War. She reminded 
students “it continues to be a significant source of resentment for a whole lot of 
Palestinians.” Without assigning blame for the displacement of Palestinians during this 
conflict, Ms. Simpson did offer students an emotionally charged rendition of events. This 
was accomplished by the particular word choice she employed when describing the 
Palestinian refugee situation. According to her, Palestinians were “displaced” and had to 
“flee.” Fleeing is not a neutral term but rather one that evokes a sense of haste and 
insecurity brought on by a threat.  
 Ms. Marshall also selected evocative terminology to describe the condition of 
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip living under the ongoing Israeli blockade. Her language 
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also carried an emotional charge. For instance, she reminded students that drinking water 
and sanitation are two aspects of life adversely effected by the blockage and that this 
affects “the most vulnerable population in Gaza,” i.e., children. She characterized 
residents of Gaza as “food insecure” and having an economy that is “completely 
destroyed.” Ms. Marshall did not conceal the emotional undertones of her rendition when 
stating in her last PowerPoint presentation of the unit, “I don’t know if that is going to 
make you shocked or angry, guys, so seventy-five percent of the people in Gaza are food 
insecure.” By prefacing this statistic by telling students they may be “shocked” or 
“angry” primed the class for an emotional reaction to the material deprivation 
experienced in Gaza. By narrowing in on these particular emotional reactions to this 
information, Ms. Marshall was conveying a difficult topic in a manner that asked students 
to experience an emotional reaction.  
 Teachers also discussed Afghan civilians and Iraqi-Kurds as two populations 
subjected to cruelty who were deserving of an emotional response when their narratives 
were described. Ms. Simpson explained that Afghani civilians “really, really lose this 
war” when discussing the Soviet invasion of the country. In stating this, Ms. Simpson 
also revealed the casualty statistics of the war, underscoring the magnitude of civilian 
deaths. Ms. Simpson tapped into the fact that civilians were not warring parties and, as 
such, there is an implicit assumption of innocence when discussing the disproportionate 
amount of deaths compared to that of the belligerent parties.  
 When discussing Iraqi-Kurds, Mr. Wheaton established an emotional connection 
with this community that had suffered under the yoke of Saddam Hussein’s governance. 
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He lectured, “So in the 1980s he drops chemical weapons on a small ethnic minority in 
northern Iraq known as the Kurds, killing thousands of them.” He also reminded students 
that after the 1991 Gulf War, Kurds “rise up” yet their rebellion was suppressed. He went 
on to state, “[T]he U.S. doesn’t really do much.” Mr. Wheaton ascribed an emotional 
association with the Kurds as both victims of the Hussein government and also the lack 
of material support from the United States.  
 Mr. Wheaton used criticism of American foreign policy to elicit emotional 
support for those he deemed innocent and suffering unnecessarily. Like the Kurds who 
failed to receive U.S. support, Mr. Wheaton also described the adverse consequences of 
sanctions against Iraq that lasted from the 1990s until the 2003 invasion. He lectured,  
And these economic sanctions that began in August of '91 will continue until 
March of 2003 and some people maintain that that resulted in the deaths of as 
many as a half million Iraqis. Economic sanctions, so it would limit food and 
medication coming into Iraq to force the Iraqis to change their leadership. 
Here, Mr. Wheaton both acknowledged the human impact of sanctions by discussing the 
estimated amount of Iraqis who died as a result while also reiterating their intended 
effect. Because the sanctions did not result in regime change, Mr. Wheaton described 
them as something more effective in degrading the quality of life for civilians than in 
ousting Saddam Hussein.  
 Ms. Simpson called attention to the controversial events at Abu Ghraib Prison in 
Iraq. Unlike the examples of U.S. foreign policy that Mr. Wheaton cited that had adverse 
consequences, Ms. Simpson discussed Abu Ghraib in unambiguous terms and did not 
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attempt to justify the tactics used against detainees at the prison. Ms. Simpson’s 
explanation of the torture detainees were subjected to was emotionally laden. Her 
comments were both critical of the United States and sympathetic to those subjected to 
torture. She explained, 
Here is, I think, politically the most troubling or morally the most troubling thing 
that happened in Iraq. In the spring of 2004, it emerged in the American press that 
at a prison called Abu Ghraib outside of Baghdad, American forces had been 
committing some pretty gross abuses of human rights of Iraqi prisoners there… 
There's a very, very iconic photo of an Iraqi prisoner who is being electrocuted as 
a form of punishment and has wires clipped to both of his hands, fingers on each 
hand. There were pretty well documented allegations of rape and sexual abuse of 
male and female and minor prisoners at Abu Ghraib. 
Ms. Simpson referred to the behavior of U.S. military personnel as “morally the most 
troubling thing” and “pretty gross abuses of human rights.” From there, she discussed the 
various techniques employed by those responsible for “enhanced interrogation 
techniques.”   
 By discussing these behaviors not only as a breach of military protocol but as 
human rights abuses, Ms. Simpson presented a narrative sympathetic to those whose 
rights were abused. During this lesson, she compounds this sympathy by explaining the 
ways in which certain humiliating acts were an affront to certain Muslim mores and 
norms. She explained that for Muslims, certain acts they were forced to perform were 
“degrading.” This language is not neutral, does not obfuscate culpability, and is full of 
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examples of the degradation in question. Ms. Simpson did not broach the question of why 
people were detained or their involvement in any illegal activities. This allowed her to 
focus on establishing an emotional connection with the detainees without further 
complicating the depiction. 
 Recognizing exploitation and inequality. Teachers often discussed African 
populations in ways that established emotional connections. Similarly to Middle Eastern 
populations, this tended to entail sympathy expressed for those who were historically 
maltreated and misunderstood. Mr. Valun and Mr. Roberts were most explicit in 
providing evocative descriptions of African interactions with Europeans and the 
deleterious reverberations this produced across the continent. Mr. Valun described the 
cultural erosion that was a byproduct of imperialism. He explained that imperialism was 
not solely a matter of economic abuse but also involved an amount of cultural imposition 
by Europeans onto African peoples. For him, this constituted “stripping them of their 
culture and replacing them with a new one.” He referred to such cultural loss as 
“destructive.” This critical evaluation of imperialism allowed Mr. Valun to examine 
imperialism’s impact on identity and self-understanding for African populations. By 
invoking terms such as “stripping” and “destructive,” Mr. Valun established a narrative 
whereby Africans were suffering on multiple levels due to the presence of Europeans 
whose actions were dictated by a sense of superiority beyond reproach.  
 Mr. Roberts addressed similar issues in his class, examining the physical 
subjugation of Black Africans in South Africa. Unlike Mr. Valun whose remarks dealt 
with material and physical oppression but also ventured into discussions of culture and 
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identity, Mr. Roberts devoted much of his attention to the legal restrictions imposed upon 
Black South Africans and the physical violence committed to maintain this social 
structure. Mr. Roberts explained to students that apartheid entailed legal segregation akin 
to that found in the United States.  
 By connecting the living conditions of Black South Africans to that of African-
Americans, Mr. Roberts developed parallel stories whereby inequality was challenged by 
oppressed groups looking to improve their collective conditions in countries dominated 
by White society. Mr. Roberts continued to establish more parallels between the status of 
Black South Africans under apartheid and historical experiences in the United States. He 
described the “homeland reserves” that restricted where Blacks could reside in South 
Africa to the establishment of Native American reservations. He explained,  
I think we would think of them kind of like the model that was used when 
different indigenous peoples in the United States were displaced from their native 
homelands and then pushed into areas of the United States that at the time were 
considered either to be territorial, not really having much the land didn't have 
much value.  
Moreover Mr. Roberts stated, “Blacks would live separately and they would live 
separately from Whites. But more to the point, this would be done legally. The land that 
they're being displaced to is inferior land.” By drawing these connections between the 
maltreatment of African-Americans and Native Americans in the United States, Mr. 
Roberts was able to establish an emotional connection in the study of South Africa. This 
connection was related to the historical examples of discrimination, racism, and 
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displacement in the United States.  
 Mr. Roberts continued to establish emotional associations with Black South 
Africans when describing the events at Sharpeville, which resulted in White police 
officers using lethal force on protesters. Mr. Roberts depicted the protesters as victims of 
aggression. The emphasis on the peaceful nature of university-affiliated protesters serves 
to make this population’s actions appear as physically innocuous and nonthreatening. Mr. 
Roberts reminded students that many of the protesters were shot in the back by police 
officers. By emphasizing this particular detail, Mr. Roberts establishes that the protesters 
were nonthreatening and did not engage the police in aggression. Instead, he implied that 
they were retreating from the police when they were fatally wounded. The insertion of 
these details provides a stark comparison between forces of an oppressive state structure 
and those who confronted inequality through peaceful demonstration. The descriptions 
Mr. Roberts offered his class were punctuated with sympathetic language that established 
a sense of emotional connection with a victimized people seeking to bring about 
meaningful change to liberate South Africa from apartheid. 
Otherness and Emotional Associations in Teacher Discourse  
 Discourse that explicitly establishes positive emotional connections with people 
can interfere with notions of otherness. Otherness is predicated upon a sense of distance 
from another people who are purported to be vastly dissimilar or even antithetical to 
one’s own community of allegiance. When emotional bonds are established this distance 
and sense of intractable difference can be reversed. While there were a select few 
instances where emotional associations were muted or reserved, there were many rich 
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examples of teachers who integrated descriptions and characterizations into their 
classroom discourse in a manner that allowed space to evoke sympathy and perceive 
African and Middle Eastern populations as those deserving of an emotional association. 
Conclusion 
 Otherness is the not the product of any particular discursive act. Instead, 
representations are complex and involve many components in order to challenge or 
contribute to perceptions of otherness. In this chapter, I reported on the findings of this 
study meant to better understand the role of teacher discourse in the perpetuation of 
representations that depict African and Middle Eastern populations as others.  
 I discussed the narratives employed by teachers. Importantly, I found that the 
narratives teachers use shape the manner in which communities are classified and 
understood. As historical knowledge of the past is constructed, so too are classifications 
of historical actors. This classifications are the basis through which otherness can come to 
exist. As teachers often relied on narratives of conflict and war, there was a tendency for 
the classifications of Africans and Middle Eastern peoples to exist within the parameters 
of this framework. This restricted the ways peoples in these two regions could be 
discussed and known in the classroom.  
 Moreover, it is evident that a tension existed within and between classroom 
discourses. None of the participants consistently contributed to or challenged otherness. 
In many respects, classroom discourse was a medley of representations that contributed 
to understandings that furthered and curtailed otherness. In the following chapter, these 
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findings will be discussed along with their implications for conducting further research 
and developing social studies curriculum and teacher education. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
Summary of Study’s Purpose and Significance 
 The purpose of this study was to critically analyze the discourse of social studies 
teachers in their classrooms during instructional periods to understand the ways in which 
their representations of African and Middle Eastern populations challenged or contributed 
to depictions of subaltern communities through a lens of otherness. This research was 
predicated upon many assumptions about the constructed nature of knowledge. As Berger 
and Luckmann (1967) assert, social reality constitutes a symbolic universe whereby 
meaning is established through representations. Historical knowledge, as part of this 
social fabric is constructed rather than discovered. Jenkins (1991) contends, “History 
(historiography) is an inter-textual, linguistic construct” (p. 9). This epistemological 
stance casts doubt on many presumed truths about knowledge as being inherently neutral 
and natural rather than something that is value-laden. Rather than objective truth, 
historians and teachers reanimate factual information as historical understanding is 
developed. This process of interpreting allows knowledge producers to reconstitute facts 
in a manner that allows for manifold potential narratives and counter-narratives. For 
Munslow (2006), this means “The narrative becomes a complex interpretive exercise that 
is neither conclusively true or false” (p. 12). The purported neutrality of knowledge is 
problematized by the reality that knowledge producers are the product of a particular 
milieu (Jenkins, 1991), rendering knowledge contingent upon the perspectives, values, 
and beliefs of the individual producing knowledge. Therefore “it is impossible to divorce 
the historian from the constitution of meaning” (Munslow, 2006, p. 8). Knowledge 
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producers make subjective decisions when determining which facts to privilege and 
which to exclude (Roberts, 2013; Trouillot, 1995). This is compounded when historical 
knowledge is imbued with a plot. White (1987) explains, “Since no given set or sequence 
of real events is intrinsically tragic, comic, farcical, and so on, but can be constructed as 
such only by the imposition of the structure of a given story type on the events, it is the 
choice of the story type and its imposition upon the events that endow them with 
meaning” (p. 44). Because of these numerous underpinnings to historical knowledge are 
subjective and interfere with objectivity, there are is not absolute or universal truth but 
rather contingent truths subject to reinterpretation. The implications of this are that there 
is a marketplace of multiple forms of historical knowledge. Even still, there is a power 
dynamic involved when certain forms of historical knowledge are privileged and others 
are displaced. Certain forms of knowing become normative while others are silenced and 
delegitimized.   
 By examining teachers’ classroom discourse, this study applied this understanding 
of historical knowledge to social studies classrooms. Even while operating under 
curricular frameworks, each of the six teachers involved in this study was responsible for 
constructing historical knowledge in their respective classrooms. This entailed making 
decisions regarding plot and perspective. The variations in discourse reveal the manner in 
which subjectivities underpin teachers’ discursive acts that produce historical knowledge 
and representations of populations that have been subject to portrayals that contribute to 
perceptions of otherness. This is significant because the study examined the agency of 
teachers as knowledge producers whose role in the classroom involves framing topics and 
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shaping representations. 
 As historical knowledge is constructed so are collective identities. Historical 
knowledge serves as an adhesive agent for these imagined communities (Anderson, 
2006). Roberts (2013) explains, “Memory is the glue that holds together an ongoing 
sense of self” (p. 62). As a potential extension of establishing a coherent sense of 
collective identity is the perception of those outside the group as other. Otherness is not 
merely the recognition that there are communities outside of one’s own. Otherness is a 
way of defining one’s own community against another considered to be vastly dissimilar; 
“Outside the boundaries of the nation lives the Other; the one who is different. The very 
presence of the Other gives form to the boundaries of the group” (Roberts, 2013, p. 22).  
 Representations that produce a sense of otherness are complex. Otherness can be 
produced when a particular community is depicted as monolithic, thereby denying a 
sense of intragroup diversity. Otherness is also the product of ascribing essential traits to 
a community, particularly those with a negative association. Those who are othered are 
often represented as culturally remote from one’s own group. Doing so denies the 
historical processes of cultural diffusion and the dynamic and hybridity of identity that 
results from such exchanges. Lastly, otherness arises when representations reserve 
positive emotional associations with a community. In these ways, collective identities are 
presumed to be immutable rather than fluid. While identities tend to expand, contract, and 
be redefined over time, representations that promote otherness often entail envisioning 
group identity and boundaries as fixed with the other negatively defined.  
 This study found teachers to represent African and Middle Eastern communities 
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in vastly different ways, therefore, enabling otherness to permeate their discourse to 
varying extents albeit often within the context of narratives of conflict, war, and 
persecution. The significance of this is that teachers were found to portray populations in 
complex ways that undermined a binary between othering and not othering. Instead, 
because otherness is such a multifaceted way of depicting a population, the teachers 
involved in this study often developed discourse that promoted certain aspects of 
otherness while avoiding or even challenging the remaining features of otherness.  
 Representations that promote or challenge perceptions of otherness are 
disseminated within various contexts. Mills (1959) refers to this nexus of sources 
transmitting various forms of knowledge as the cultural apparatus. The cultural apparatus 
facilitates collective memory formation and ways of viewing the social world. Within it 
are news media, scholarship, and cultural expressions. Moreover, schools exist as 
institutional site of knowledge production and dissemination. Schools are part of the 
processes of socialization and identity formation (Apple, 2004). Within schools are social 
studies classrooms whereby historical narratives and representations of communities are 
prominently featured in the normative classroom experience. In this respect, social 
studies knowledge merits being critically interrogated to better understand its role in the 
phenomenon of otherness. 
 Social studies knowledge has been subject to scrutiny and concern by researchers. 
There has been a considerable amount of scholarship published speaking to the problems 
with narratives that tend to be sanitized of controversial topics while offering readers a 
triumphalist account of the past (c.f. VanSledright, 2008). Unfortunately, much of the 
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scholarship examining social studies education has been confined to textbooks and other 
print materials (c.f. Brown & Brown, 2010; Douglass & Dunn, 2003; Hutchins, 2011; 
Loewen, 1995; VanSledright, 2008). Additionally, the trend in multicultural education to 
deconstruct school knowledge to expose the ways in which people of color are depicted 
as often been confined to the demographic makeup of the United States (c.f. Banks, 
1993b; Banks, 1995; Grant & Sleeter, 1986). With calls being made for schools to be 
more inclusive of global studies (Merryfield, 2012; Merryfield & Binaya, 2006), this 
study sought to build upon scholarship that critically examines social studies education 
and the representation of subaltern communities. Rather than inert texts and minority 
groups within the United States, this study was oriented towards examining teachers as 
sources of knowledge in social studies classrooms. Additionally, this study focused on 
the representation of communities outside the United States, particularly African and 
Middle Eastern populations. In a globally interconnected world, it is imperative to garner 
a sense of the knowledge disseminated within classrooms regarding peoples of the world.  
 Mindful of the role of schooling in the cultural apparatus, this study is significant 
for continuing to critically examine school knowledge while moving beyond the 
limitations of textbook analyses and multiculturalism’s focus on subaltern communities 
within the United States. This study is indebted to the imperative presented by 
multicultural education scholars and proponents to acknowledge what is problematic 
about school knowledge. However, due to globalization and the ongoing presence of the 
United States in the world, this study departed from multicultural education in order to be 
more inclusive of global communities as they are portrayed in school knowledge. 
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Additionally, this study is significant because it is oriented towards the lived classroom 
experience rather than being confined to the study of inert curricular materials. 
Appreciating teacher discourse in addition to teaching materials such as textbooks 
provides an intimate glimpse into what transpires in schools in ways that studying 
textbooks alone cannot offer. 
  The findings of this study are significant in many ways with implications for 
scholarship and educational practice. As students enrolled in social studies classrooms 
will be inheriting a world that is interconnected and also replete with misconceptions 
about certain subaltern communities, there is an ongoing need to study the knowledge 
students receive regarding peoples in geopolitically relevant regions. While studies of 
informational and entertainment media regarding African and Middle Eastern 
communities have been conducted, this study addressed the dearth of commensurate 
research centered around classrooms. Moreover, by focusing on otherness as a particular 
form of representation, this study also was premised on cognizance of the subjectivities 
embedded within knowledge and the possibility for purportedly objective information to 
produce perceptions that are deleterious to subaltern communities.  
 By deconstructing teachers’ discourse, this study offers a new depth of 
understanding regarding the ways this social phenomenon of establishing group 
identification and boundaries between communities is reified at a micro-societal level. 
Moreover, this study further promotes the effort to understand the role of schools and the 
importance of discourse in perceptions of the social world. This is significant for research 
in social studies education and has meaningful implications for pre-service teacher 
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education and in-service teacher professional development. Having a substantive 
understanding of teacher practice can be put to service in the effort to make classrooms 
more inclusive of diverse perspectives and narratives so that subaltern communities are 
represented in ways that speak to their intragroup pluralism and avoid depictions of 
otherness. 
Discussion 
Veiled, Subtle, and Opaque Otherness in Teacher Discourse   
 Otherness was both challenged and reinforced within and across classrooms. 
Because otherness consists of multiple features ranging from the classifications used to 
describe a community, the treatment of intragroup diversity, the ascription of traits, 
perceptions of cultural difference and similarity, and emotional associations, teachers’ 
discourse featured elements that emphasized some aspects more so than others. This 
tension between othering African and Middle Eastern peoples and representing them in 
complex ways was frequently observed. Notably, teachers often did not make explicit 
statements that were disparaging or overtly stereotypical. Instead, their discourse 
resembled the noted tendency to veil such sentiments in language that is subtle, implicit, 
and unselfconsciously may contribute to otherness. Jordanova (2000) found that 
otherness is often unselfconsciously promoted rather than being a deliberate act. 
Relatedly, Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) found that changing societal expectations have 
relegated explicit prejudice to the periphery of popular discourse, as such explicitness is 
no longer widely considered socially acceptable. This resembles hooks’ (1992) comment 
regarding the ways in which advertisements have become subtler in the ways they present 
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African-Americans as the other. She explains, “Many ads that focus on Otherness make 
no explicit comments” (p. 28). This then presents much difficulty in deconstructing 
discourse to find elements of otherness embedded in language that may otherwise appear 
to be innocuous. Reinke de Buitrago (2012) speaks of this challenges when explaining, 
“One of the dangers of othering though also lies in the difficulty of knowing or noticing 
where othering processes are taking hold or where they have already taken effect” (p. 
xvi). In spite of these challenges, it is evident that teachers often framed and presented 
African and Middle Eastern populations in ways that when othering occurred it was 
mostly subtle and implicit. However, when it was being challenged, teachers often were 
outspoken in doing so. Even still, of the six teachers who participated in this study, each 
relied on discourse that vacillated from challenging to reinforcing otherness throughout 
their lessons. Because otherness is not necessarily outright bigotry or racism, it exists in 
the nuances of language rather than being something glaringly obvious and easily 
identifiable.  
Privileging, Displacing, and Questioning Narratives and Historical Truth 
 Important to reinforcing or challenging representations that promote otherness are 
the narratives introduced in classrooms. The stories told establish a foundation for the 
ways in which historical actors are understood and depicted. Along with selecting a 
narrative to showcase in the classroom is also teachers’ willingness to disclose their 
understanding of the nature of historical knowledge. The teachers in this study differed 
regarding the extent to which they explicitly acknowledged the constructed nature of 
historical knowledge. Cognizance of the contingent nature of knowledge and the 
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possibility for alternative understandings promotes an intellectual space whereby 
absolutism is disallowed. As Lyotard (2002) contends, no metanarrative exists wherein a 
singular definitive historical truth can be located. This is something that multicultural 
education researchers have long discussed. For Banks (1993a) all knowledge is 
embedded with values and interests. When teachers explain to students that there are 
multiple ways of understanding the past, ambiguity rather than certainty can permeate the 
classroom. This celebration of ambiguity can counter the dominance of master narratives 
(Giroux, 1991a, 1991b).  
 Mr. Valun, Ms. Marshall, and Mr. Healey were explicit in their explanations to 
students that history should be understood according to different perspectives. Mr. Valun 
repeatedly reminded students of this. More salient examples were in Ms. Marshall and 
Mr. Healey’s classrooms when they both explained that the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 
could be studied from the vantage point of either community. Ms. Marshall’s discussions 
of the importance of names and verbs found in narratives underpinned her discourse. She 
continually probed students about the inherent differences between “War of 
Independence” versus “al-Nakba,” “terrorist” versus “nationalist,” and “liberate” versus 
“conquer.” Mr. Healey did not deconstruct narratives to this extent. Instead, he often 
juxtaposed one narrative against another, divulging to students which perspective was 
being introduced.  
 While Ms. Marshall and Mr. Healey openly discussed with their students the 
existence of multiple narratives, there were limitations to their approaches. They both 
maintained a sort of metanarrative of the “Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.” Their recognition 
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that Israelis and Palestinians may espouse different understandings of this relationship 
did not detract from their acceptance of this broader narrative of conflict. Neither 
attempted to posit an alternative narrative even as they explained to students that different 
perspectives of the past exist. Moreover, they both presented rather normative and 
dominant narratives from within Israeli and Palestinian societies. Even in expanding the 
scope of historical understanding, they both presented Israelis and Palestinians as having 
a consensus of their community’s collective memories. Doing so simultaneously 
promoted a complex version of historical knowledge while also imposing limitations. In 
this respect, no counter-narratives from either community were present in their classroom 
discourses. The absence of these alternative ways of studying Israeli and Palestinian 
histories falsely engendered a sense that either population is monolithic and holds to a 
uniform understanding of the past. 
 Beyond opening classroom discourse to multiple narratives, there were also other 
approaches taken by teachers in explaining to students that historical knowledge is not 
always comprehensive and beyond reproach. For instance, Ms. Marshall and Ms. 
Simpson bot offered students with apologies and disclaimers that their accounts were 
abbreviated. Beyond that, Ms. Simpson, in the context of Rwandan history, disclosed to 
students that historical narratives are constructs and can be reimagined. For both 
pragmatic and epistemological reasons, Ms. Marshall and Ms. Simpson conceded that 
their discourse had limitations in terms of scope and depth of coverage. In this respect, 
teacher discourse both transcended while also being subject to some of the same 
limitations of textbook narrations. By discussing perspective and the constructed nature 
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of historical knowledge, Mr. Valun, Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healey, and Ms. Simpson were 
able to do more than textbooks that have tended to promote a single narrative. Journell 
(2011) considers the narrative singularity of textbooks to be one of their most 
fundamental limitations. VanSledright (2008) refers to this as closing historical 
understanding. To varying degrees, these teachers were explicit in their attempts at 
opening historical understanding to students. However, Ms. Marshall and Ms. Simpson’s 
disclosure at certain points in their lessons that abbreviations had to be made reflects 
Olsson’s (2010) assertion that textbook authors face the problem of selection and 
emphasis due to the constraints regarding book length. Parallel to this, teachers also work 
with students for a finite amount of time and have to compress and distill their versions of 
events and representations of people to take into consideration this reality.  
 Unlike these attempts at opening historical understanding to multiple perspectives 
and epistemological understandings, participants also frequently closed historical 
understanding. This was often discrete and subtle. For instance, teachers would refer to 
the names of events in a self-evident manner without critically exploring the assumptions 
inherent to these names. Whether it was Mr. Wheaton lecturing on the “Yom Kippur 
War,” Mr. Roberts discussing the “Mineral Rebellion,” or Mr. Valun describing various 
“golden ages,” the lack of reference to the contingent nature of these names and the 
accompanying narratives discussed closed the possibility for alternative understandings.  
 Opening or closing historical understanding does not inherently contribute to or 
challenge representations of otherness. It does, however, establish an intellectual space 
whereby knowledge is recognized as being the product of a particular worldview or as 
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something to be taken as self-evident and objective. Unlike textbooks that often privilege 
one version of the past while marginalizing other renditions, the lived classroom 
experience unfolded in more idiosyncratic ways. Across classrooms, there was a tension 
between teachers who used their classroom discourse to challenge assumptions of the 
past and those who introduced knowledge as though it was unfettered with subtext worth 
disclosing.  
 In spite of the presence or absence of teachers’ explicit awareness of the 
constructed nature of history, there was an overarching tendency across classrooms to 
discuss Africa and the Middle East in the context of conflict and persecution. These 
particular narratives often were part of broader narratives of intergroup relations or 
foreign intervention. However, conflict and persecution tended to dominate the classroom 
discourse and representations of African and Middle Eastern populations. Within these 
narrow parameters, there were few viable options for how teachers could categorize and 
characterize these populations.  
 All six teachers provided students with accounts of conflict ranging from the 
Crusades, imperialism and colonialism in Africa and the Middle East, the Rwandan 
Genocide, the Israeli-Arab and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts, apartheid in South Africa, 
and various instances of other wars and foreign incursions throughout the Middle East. 
While these topics varied considerably in terms of the populations in question, the time 
period, and geographic location, they were similarly discussed within the framework of 
deleterious intergroup relations.  
 All of these historical episodes merit consideration in the classroom. To displace 
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them would be to stray towards an equally subjective and sanitized version of the past as 
those that promote otherness. Otherness is not necessarily challenged when an apologetic 
counter-narrative devoid of conflict is found in classrooms. Instead, otherness persists 
when conflict narratives eclipse other historical experiences, restrict possible 
classifications of populations, establish an apparently insurmountable association 
between a population and violence, and preclude nuanced understandings of people from 
being constructed and disseminated. 
Privileging and Precluding Classifications in Teacher Discourse   
 The presence of narratives of conflict across classroom discourse tended to 
preclude ways of characterizing African and Middle Eastern populations in ways that did 
not situate them within this particular framework. Teachers tended to avoid overt 
stereotypes when describing most populations. Even without explicit stereotypes 
punctuating classroom discourse, the failure for most teachers to provide students with 
any substantive knowledge of the diverse arrays of peoples in Africa and the Middle East 
outside of conflict narratives confined these populations to categories that tethered them 
to stories of violence, exploitation, and war. This parallels Alsultany’s (2012) finding 
about the popular portrayal of Arabs and Muslims in television programing after 
September 11, 2001. Alsultany’s examination of fictional accounts involving Arabs and 
Muslims found that television programming has become more sophisticated in recent 
years, distancing itself from overtly ethnocentric, xenophobic, or Islamophobic 
characterizations of these populations. Instead, they tend to offer viewers multifaceted 
Arab and Muslim characters. However, even while these characters are not always evil, 
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terroristic, or anti-American, the majority of Arab and Muslim characters are introduced 
within a plot of terrorism and violence. Alsultany asserts, “However, for all their 
innovations, these programs remain wedded to a script that represents Arabs and Muslims 
only in the context of terrorism and therefore do not effectively challenge the 
stereotypical representations of Arabs and Muslims” (p. 27). There are marked 
differences between Alsultany’s findings and those of this study. Primarily, Alsultany 
examined fictional dramatization’s including Arab and Muslim characters. Writers and 
producers of these programs had at their disposal a plethora of potential storylines yet 
often landed at the intersection of terrorism and Arab and Muslim characters.  
 In the classroom discourse of these teachers, they were not fabricating fictional 
stories but instead had to wed their historical interpretations to actual events that 
transpired. However, the narratives in all classrooms tended to present terrorism, war, and 
persecution as the central elements of the plots involving diverse peoples from Rwanda, 
South Africa, Israel, Palestine, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, and beyond. Because of the 
emphasis on conflict rather than other possible focal points of historical study, each of 
these populations was reduced to a binary relationship of victim-victimizer, aggressor-
defender, or terrorist-terrorized when there are many other viable classifications that 
could have been invoked to understand these populations. 
 The victim-victimizer, aggressor-defender, and terrorist-terrorized dichotomies 
were applied to the majority of peoples across Africa and the Middle East. Mr. Wheaton, 
Ms. Simpson, Ms. Marshall, and Mr. Healey all cast Arab countries as being the 
aggressors in the Israeli-Arab Conflict. They discussed the coordinated invasion of Israel 
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in 1948 and 1973. In doing so, Israel was positioned as the defender of its territory and 
national sovereignty against aggressive acts from hostile neighbors. Even when 
discussing the events of 1967 whereby Israel launched a preemptive attack on Egypt and 
Syria, Mr. Wheaton discussed this maneuver as in response to belligerency. Outside of 
this conflict, Mr. Wheaton often presented narratives of Iraq in the context of Saddam 
Hussein’s aggression towards Iran, Iraqi-Kurds, and Kuwait. Regarding events in Africa, 
Mr. Valun characterized Ethiopians as defenders against European aggression in the 
context of the Italo-Ethiopian wars.  
 Relatedly, the victim-victimizer dichotomy lent itself to numerous topics. Mr. 
Wheaton depicted Saddam Hussein as a victimizer of Kurds, Iranians, Kuwaitis and 
Israelis in multiple lessons. Ms. Marshall presented Israelis and Palestinians both as 
victimizers in the form of occupiers and terrorists. Mr. Healey mirrored this in his own 
class. Mr. Roberts presented White South Africans as victimizers futilely attempting to 
maintain apartheid. As a corollary, Mr. Wheaton described Iraqi-Kurds as victims of 
Saddam Hussein’s draconian rule and Jews as victims of the Holocaust and Arab 
aggression. Ms. Simpson depicted Palestinians as refugees, Hutus and Tutsis as victims 
of Belgian imperialism in addition to the genocide, and Afghan civilians as suffering 
during the Soviet and American invasions. Mr. Roberts called attention to the victimhood 
of Black South Africans under apartheid. Mr. Valun described various instances of 
African victimization due to imperialism and colonialism. Lastly, Ms. Marshall and Mr. 
Healey both examined the victimhood of Israeli Jews and Palestinians.  
 Similarly, the terrorist-terrorized binary was often present albeit predominantly 
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when discussing the Middle East. Mr. Wheaton and Mr. Healey represented the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization as a terrorist entity. Ms. Marshall did not explicitly 
refer to it as such but she did describe the attacks by the PLO against Israeli Jewish 
athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics as a terroristic act. Lastly, Mr. Wheaton and Ms. 
Simpson introduced al-Qaeda as a terrorist group. 
 While the study of conflict may necessitate situating communities within these 
binary classifications, doing so without addressing any aspect of these communities’ 
collective pasts outside of this particular narrative framework is problematic. Each of the 
communities described by these six teachers have made cultural contributions and have 
had historical experiences that were marginalized in favor of tales of conflict. These 
narratives of conflict merit attention in the classroom. The study of the Rwandan 
Genocide, apartheid in South Africa, and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, to name a few 
examples, are each deserving of attention in the classroom. Yet, when these supersede 
any alternative understanding of African and Middle Eastern peoples, it reinforces an 
association with these parts of the world with violence and suffering.  
 This association obscures any aspect of history that may promote a more 
multifaceted appreciation of African and Middle Eastern societies that affirms the 
experiences of these communities that is not tied to conflict. The alternative is not to 
sanitize the study of these two regions of any mention of conflict. Such would be to 
negate one narrative and replace it with another subjective form of historical study that 
may become overly apologetic. Such is a disservice in its own respect. Rather than 
sanitizing the study of Africa and the Middle East to avoid any mention of conflict, the 
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reality of conflict in these areas could be woven into a more robust form of social studies 
education that allows peoples in Africa and the Middle East to be also understood outside 
the context of war, genocide, and terrorism.  
 While the majority of narratives across classrooms emphasized conflict, there 
were instances when this tendency was countered. The study of “golden ages” was one 
alternative offered primarily by Mr. Valun to the dominance of conflict as the preferred 
narrative of choice across classroom discourse. Importantly, Mr. Valun also devoted a 
considerable amount of his lessons to discussing conflict in Africa in the forms of the 
Crusades and imperialism and colonialism. Therefore, he did not romanticize Africa and 
the Middle East. Instead, he recognized the reality that peoples have experienced triumph 
and tribulation and, also, war and peace.  
 Whereas conflict narratives may reinforce associations with Africa and the 
Middle East as being unstable and parts of the world suffering from violence and war, 
Mr. Valun confounded such an understanding. By calling attention to the redeeming 
historical episodes found in either region’s past, he was able to humanize the inhabitants 
of these domains. Lessons on the Golden Age of Islam and of African Kingdoms 
provided a counter discourse wherein the cultural contributions and accomplishments of 
Muslims in the Middle East and multiple African peoples were showcased. Many 
characterizations that would not have been feasible in conflict narratives came to the fore 
in Mr. Valun’s discourse. Primarily, he was able to present peoples in Africa and the 
Middle East as culturally sophisticated, wealthy, and having made meaningful and lasting 
contributions to humanity.  
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 This classroom experience differs from some of the findings offered by those who 
study film and cultural vehicles for representing peoples in the Middle East. Shaheen 
(2003) studied Hollywood depictions of Arabs and found that these are often reductive 
with Arabs appearing as unidimensional villains. Sheheen found that Arabs have 
historically been depicted in Hollywood films as exotic, sensual, corrupt, violent, 
terroristic, and chauvinistic. Again, while an exact equivalent between film and schooling 
cannot be drawn, both are realms of representation. Mr. Valun’s classroom discourse, 
unlike that of the films Shaheen critiques, provided relief from negative associations such 
as those found in classrooms where conflict was the most frequently invoked narrative of 
these regions. Mr. Valun was able to highlight the religious distinctiveness of Ethiopian 
Orthodoxy, praise Africans for their architectural feats, describe the wealth of African 
kingdoms, present Muslim custodial care and production of scholarship, and, generally, 
provide a classroom experience whereby the lasting global influence of Africa and the 
Middle East was a salient feature of historical study. This posed a challenge to 
representations of otherness.  
 Otherness frames communities negatively and culturally remote. By illuminating 
cultural productions and global influence, Mr. Valun used his time in the classroom to 
associate Africa and the Middle East with more than conflict. In doing so, he articulated 
features of many peoples’ identities and historical experiences that otherwise would have 
remained absent if conflict was solely emphasized. 
 While Mr. Valun expanded the characterizations of African and Middle Eastern 
populations outside the narrow confines availed by conflict narratives, Mr. Wheaton 
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offered a more disparaging depiction of the Middle East in his classroom discourse. His 
representation of the Middle East as incapable of integrating democracy and free market 
capitalism into the regions government and economic structures promoted a sense of 
deficiency in the region. This parallels findings offered by Jackson (2014) and Crowson 
(2012). Jackson’s study of social studies textbook and state curricular frameworks’ 
representations of Muslims found that there were multiple frameworks through which 
Islam and Muslims were depicted. One of these was the assimilationist view of 
difference. According to Jackson’s findings, assimilationist representations tend to speak 
more disparagingly of Islam and Muslims, considering the faith to be incompatible with 
many of the features of life in the United States and American values. This reinforces a 
clash of civilizations thesis wherein Islam and the West are innately antithetical to one 
another. Jackson finds, “Educational assimilationists in the United States today 
nonetheless follow the logic of the ‘clash’ view when it comes to educating about 
Muslims and Islam, concluding that Muslims are too different from and threatening to 
U.S. society to be positively recognized in schools” (pp. 26-27). Relatedly, Crowson’s 
critical discourse analysis of newspaper editorial coverage of the 2011 Egyptian 
Revolution found that these articles also were tinged with Orientalist views; “That the 
people of the Orient are backwards, fanatical, intolerant and inferior are central tenets 
that underline the Orientalist world-view, and are present throughout these editorials” (p. 
91). Mr. Wheaton’s statements about the Middle East failing to accept democracy and 
capitalism resembles these clash of civilizations and Orientalism theses wherein the 
Middle East is deficient and unfit for the institutions that are central to Western 
  
276
civilization. Such discourse contributes to otherness as it positions the diverse inhabitants 
of an expansive geographic region as wholly ill prepared to advance politically or 
economically.  
Collective Identity as Immutable or Constructed in Teacher Discourse  
 Related to the classifications teachers used when describing African and Middle 
Eastern populations was the differing ways in which they treated collective identity. Ore 
(2009) considers social categories to be social constructs and Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob 
(1994) assert that categories are not value-free. Instead, categorization is an expression of 
power and the right to name and order the social world (Jones, 2009; Staszak, 2009). Ms. 
Marshall openly revealed a similar outlook in her classroom discourse. She reminded 
students that perspective is crucial in understanding what terms are assigned to particular 
communities. The reference she most often invoked was that of “terrorist” and 
“nationalist.” She explained to students that from one vantage point, an act of nationalism 
can be perceived of as terrorism and vice versa. In this respect, Ms. Marshall did not 
broach the constructed nature of identity but did, however, discuss the subjectivity 
inherent in naming and categorizing groups. By problematizing something as ostensibly 
simple as naming, Ms. Marshall’s classroom discourse opened the possibility to 
understand various perspectives that may contribute to or challenge otherness. Rather 
than actually using her discourse in this instance to make declarative statements that 
would challenge or reinforce otherness, she offered students a commentary. This 
commentary speaks to the contingent nature of representations and forms of 
understanding that is a requisite task for critically examining otherness. 
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 Interestingly, Ms. Simpson, Mr. Valun, and Mr. Roberts all discussed otherness in 
various forms when examining intergroup relations. They did not necessarily openly use 
the term “otherness” in their discourse but they introduced students to some of the most 
prominent historical examples of otherness that still persist. In this way, they did not 
necessarily represent African and Middle Eastern peoples but rather commented on their 
understandings of how they have been historically represented by imperialists, 
colonialists, and xenophobes, past and present. Mr. Valun described Orientalism and 
paternalism to his students. These constructs present African and Middle Eastern 
populations as backwards, inferior, and antithetical to the prominent features of Western 
civilization. Mr. Valun described these as vestiges of imperialism and colonialism 
resultant from European perceptions of superiority to peoples elsewhere in the world. 
Implicit in this discourse was a sense that this was misguided and even chauvinistic. Mr. 
Roberts described the religious justifications used for colonialism in South Africa. To 
him, Europeans justified their actions with a portrait of Black Africans as in need of 
salvation. Such a pretext, again, according to Mr. Roberts established a marked disparity 
between Europe and Africa. Offering a more contemporary example, Ms. Simpson 
discussed in vivid detail and with numerous examples, Islamophobia in the United States 
since September 11, 2001. She explained that Islamophobia results from misinformation, 
ignorance, and demonization. Each imbued their classroom discourse with commentaries 
on otherness in the context of lessons on Africa and the Middle East. They did not 
necessarily issue definitive statements that othered or humanized these populations. 
Instead, in these instances, otherness was itself part of the lesson offered to students.  
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 Building upon these commentaries of perspective and critiques of various 
examples of otherness, were the occasional instances whereby teachers acknowledged the 
constructed nature of identity. This conforms to Anderson’s (2006) notion of collective 
identities being a form of imagined community. Otherness is engendered when 
representations purport identity to be innate, static, and for groups to have an authenticity 
brought on by purity. Contending in classroom discourse that identity is constructed 
undermines this basic feature of otherness. Groups cannot necessarily be considered the 
quintessential other if the boundaries of group identity are seen to be in flux and subject 
to change. Such fluidity interferes with a sense of the immutability of identity and 
otherness. Ms. Simpson and Mr. Valun both challenged this touchstone of otherness in 
their classroom discourse. Ms. Simpson described racial theorization in the context of 
Belgium’s colonization of Rwanda and the subsequent genocide. She discussed race as 
being something that was imported from Europe and that, ultimately, altered communal 
consciousness and enabled the crystallization of fault lines based on internalized racial 
assumptions. Mr. Valun did not focus on race but, instead, on national identity. He 
explicitly described national identity to students as something that is inculcated through 
rituals, symbols, and education rather than being a biological reality.  
 By addressing race and nationalism, they both presented discourse that called into 
question the innateness of identity. In doing so, the basic premise that avails otherness 
dissipated in their classrooms. Again, this does not mean that their respective discourses 
were devoid of otherness. Instead, they established an intellectual space wherein the basic 
precepts that allow for otherness to persist were challenged. 
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Otherness and Grappling with Diversity in Teacher Discourse  
  Teachers reinforced and challenged otherness depending on their treatment of 
intragroup diversity. Bhabha (2013) asserts that it is problematic when representations 
deny intragroup plurality in favor of depicting entire communities as monolithic. This 
provides space for otherness to persist as actual heterogeneity is reduced to an apparent 
homogeneity (Hallam & Street, 2000). Regarding school knowledge, Thobani (2010) 
considers this tendency towards simplification of otherwise pluralistic communities as 
particularly challenging. In his study of Islam in English schools, Thobani found that the 
variegated Muslim communities of the world were often found in curricular materials as 
a unified and monolithic community as such representations were “pedagogically 
manageable” (p. 241). Again, due to time constraints, Muslims in this context were often 
inadvertently presented in a way that denied a sense of diversity. This was also the case 
in Mr. Healey, Mr. Wheaton, and Mr. Roberts’ classroom discourses.  
 Statements that positioned large and diverse communities as having a singular and 
cohesive identity often compromised recognition of intragroup diversity in these 
classrooms. When Mr. Healey described anti-Americanism in the “Middle East” as the 
result of American support for Israel, he failed to differentiate between the various states 
in the region all of which have differing diplomatic relations with Israel and the United 
States. Anti-Americanism does exist yet it is not a problem particular to the Middle East 
or found entirely among the inhabitants of the region. Additionally, anti-Americanism in 
the Middle East is not tied solely to one particular issue. In Mr. Wheaton’s discourse, 
Arab animosity towards Israel often concealed intra-Arab diversity; Muslims were also 
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presented in a manner that was devoid of theological and political difference. Lastly, Mr. 
Roberts described Black and White South Africans in a manner that failed to show the 
diversity of opinion and political expressiveness within either community. In Mr. 
Robert’s case, while his discourse was often sympathetic towards Black South Africans 
and humanized them in many ways, he did present their experiences as if there was a 
singular and definitive Black South African experience and perspective. Representations 
that reduce groups to monolithic wholes have the effect of concealing nuance and 
promoting otherness.  
 Contrary to this was discourse that promoted a sense of plurality within 
communities. While intuitively, this may be sufficient to dispel notions of otherness, this 
was not always the case. For example, Ms. Simpson most often attempted to insert 
descriptions of group diversity in her classroom. She would issue statements to students 
about the linguistic diversity in the Middle East, the various theological divisions within 
Islam, and also list the multiple ethnic communities in the Middle East. She also 
discussed the Iranian Revolution in terms that enumerated the various factions among 
those who sought to overthrow the Shah’s government. Additionally, Ms. Simpson 
discussed the various interpretations of jihad and the fact that Osama bin Laden and al-
Qaeda were outliers within the global Muslim community’s understanding of the term.  
 These examples speak to the importance of recognizing group diversity in 
undermining otherness. Otherness persists when an entire population appears to be easily 
defined due to a lack of internal diversity. This allows for broad generalizations that veil 
internal divisions and variations within a population. Yet, even when intragroup diversity 
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was recognized in classrooms, it was often done tacitly and often without providing 
substantive discussions of those who were not among the minority involved in conflict 
and violence. Ms. Simpson’s lessons on jihad often had disclaimers about the mainstream 
interpretation of the term as one of a struggle not defined by violence or a holy war. 
However, her lessons on jihad only focused on Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda. In this 
way, Ms. Simpson acknowledged intra-Muslim diversity yet still concentrated almost 
entirely on a violent minority.  
Tacit rather than Substantive Teaching of Intragroup Diversity  
 Ostensibly recognizing intragroup diversity can challenge otherness but not when 
it is briefly and superficially acknowledged. Teachers often focused on violent minorities 
and radicalism within communities even when stating that intragroup plurality existed. 
This resembles Jackson’s (2014) statement, 
More substantive and factual than those provided in the mass media, 
representations of Islam and Muslims in standards and textbooks are clearly less 
biased and partial than media representations, and are also a major improvement 
on past educational treatments. However, typical educational representations are 
minimal, usually historical, and identity Islam and Muslims in contemporary 
settings with conflicts in the Middle East and Western Asia and terrorism, given 
the focus, as in the media, on the narrowest minority of Muslim experience seen 
as exceptional and socially significant from a U.S. foreign policy perspective. (p. 
76) 
Statements of diversity were often brief and overshadowed by entire lessons that focused 
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on this “narrowest minority.” In doing so, recognition of diversity did not often translate 
into robust discussions of diversity. To continue with the example of Ms. Simpson’s 
discourse on jihad, she did accomplish the feat of calling attention to the “mainstream” 
interpretation of this concept but did not speak of any individuals or historical examples 
outside of Osama bin Laden, al-Qaeda, and the Taliban. These minority groups took up 
the majority of lessons devoted to the study of Islam and the Middle East. Disclaimers 
that such minority groups do not monopolize Muslim understanding of jihad are limited 
in challenging otherness when these same minorities monopolize classroom discourse 
and attention focused on this topic.  
Focusing on and Challenging Select Aspects of Otherness in Teacher Discourse  
 Ascribing traits. Teachers did not grant the same amount of attention to all the 
different components of otherness. Ascribing traits to populations, whether essential or 
contingent, was something teachers tended not to do frequently. Mr. Wheaton was the 
only teacher whose discussion of the Middle East contained language that spoke to a 
presumed innate incapacity towards democracy and capitalism. This relates to Rizvi’s 
(2005) contention that it is problematic when behaviors exhibited by a group at a 
particular historical juncture are presented as exemplary of the community. Doing so, 
presumes that something that is the product of historical circumstance is actually an 
innate characteristic or tendency (Ore, 2000). Mr. Wheaton did not describe the political 
and economic climate of the Middle East in a manner that disclosed to students the 
circumstances that may inhibit certain institutions from becoming widely accepted 
throughout the region. Instead, he closed this possibility by making all the inhabitants of 
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the Middle East appear to be inherently incompatible with democracy and capitalism. 
Such discourse speaks to a presumed character deficiency that is intractable and essential 
to an understanding of a community. This was the most prominent example found among 
all the teachers in this study. Such essentializing of peoples was rare and in this respect 
this was not the primary vehicle through which otherness was transmitted in classroom 
discourse. 
 Instead of ascribing essential traits, it was more common for teachers to discuss 
the contingent nature of group behavior and dispositions. Such discourse allowed peoples 
in Africa and the Middle East to appear dynamic and capable of change rather than 
wedded to inborn dispositions that were particular and set them apart from other peoples 
of the world. For instance, Mr. Valun’s questioning during his lessons on the Crusades of 
Christian and Muslim enmity illuminated the fact that animosity emerges out of historical 
circumstances and is not built into the fabric of social relations. With this discussion, Mr. 
Valun also discussed harmonious relations during the “Golden Age” of Islam wherein 
Muslims coexisted alongside other communities without the outbreak of hostilities. Ms. 
Marshall’s discussions of Palestinian perceptions of Israeli Jews being the product of 
maltreatment rather than anti-Semitism also furthered a sense that intergroup relations are 
subject to change if historical circumstances change as well. In these two examples, Mr. 
Valun and Ms. Marshall spoke of conflict between communities albeit in a manner that 
did not reinforce a sense that relations are irreparable or founded upon the constitution of 
the belligerent parties.  
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 Discussing difference. There was a tendency to exaggerate or minimize 
differences to reinforce or challenge otherness. This was one feature that occurred with 
more frequently in teachers’ discourse. Exaggerating differences between communities 
has many implications for otherness. By constructing wide contrasts between 
populations, representations can positively distinguish between one’s own community 
and the one designated as the other (Brewer, 1999; Stephan, 1977). Exaggerated 
differences also create boundaries and a sense of cultural distance between populations 
(Jordanova, 2000). Again, exaggerating differences between certain populations was 
something that was wedded to the tendency to devote many lessons to fringe segments of 
populations. For instance, Ms. Simpson contrasted the Taliban’s treatment of women 
with human rights that are defended in the United States and elsewhere in the world. 
While there are considerable differences between the human rights promoted in many 
parts of the world and tenets of the Taliban’s worldview, the example of this Islamic 
group as one of the more substantial ones offered when describing a Muslim community 
has the effect of exaggerating cultural differences more generally. As Alsultany (20120 
reminds, “[I]t is easy to conceptualize the United States as the inverse of everything that 
is ‘Arab/Muslim’: the United States is thus a land of equality and democracy, culturally 
diverse and civilized, a land of progressive men and liberated women” (p. 9). Alsultany’s 
comments are tinged with a sense of irony, as such an understanding is an inaccurate 
reflection of Arabs, Muslims, and the United States. Ms. Simpson’s discussion of the 
Taliban correctly identified stark differences between human rights espoused by many 
people in the United States and this group’s treatment of women and religious minorities. 
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However, focusing on the Taliban’s position towards women and religious minorities 
without offering substantial attention to other Muslims serves to exaggerate difference 
through the use of particular examples that do not speak to what is normative. 
 Mr. Healey and Mr. Wheaton also both described the Middle East in terms of 
exaggerated difference and contributed to negative portrayals of the region that contribute 
to otherness. Mr. Healey described the region as undesirable, sarcastically stating that it’s 
a great place to visit in the summer. His statement was dismissive of any aspect of life in 
the region that may entice people to visit its beaches, archeological sites, and religious 
sites, to name a few features of the region. To return to Mr. Wheaton’s comments about 
the Middle East, democracy, and capitalism, this also exaggerated difference. These 
statements parallel Goody’s (2006) thesis in The Theft of History wherein he deconstructs 
knowledge that presumes democracy, capitalism, freedom and individualism are products 
of Europe and embedded within Western society rather than being the result of diffusion 
and the cross-pollination of ideas across time and space.  
 Mr. Wheaton’s discourse was replete with multiple examples of this tendency to 
reserve certain cultural features for the United States without acknowledging that these 
are also found in the Middle East. When describing September 11, 2001, he explained 
that the perpetrators of the day’s events said, “God is Great” whereas many Americans 
grappled with their faith and some even rejected their previously held belief in God. 
Again, an example of a fringe group within the global Muslim community was compared 
to purportedly average Americans. Representations that focus on small subsets in order to 
exaggerate differences between communities was a tactic found in classrooms that 
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promoted otherness. Moreover, this speaks to the subtleness of representations that allow 
for otherness. For instance, Mr. Wheaton is accurate in identifying religious convictions 
of the September 11th perpetrators. Their involvement with al-Qaeda speaks to this 
reality. Yet, this creates a false equivalency.  
 In contradistinction to exaggerations of difference were representations that 
minimized difference and identified similarities across communities. Goody (2006) 
considers this to be an important means to understand subaltern communities who have 
historically been disempowered and denied widespread recognition for their cultural 
contributions to the world. For him, recognizing similarities calls attention to “structural, 
more deep-seated” features that bridge divides between populations. Teachers 
approached these similarities by addressing various aspects of communal life. For 
instance, Ms. Simpson discussed radicalism as something that is not particular to any 
religious community. She juxtaposed the Klu Klux Klan against al-Qaeda in order to 
establish the existence of radical permutations of belief systems whereby people 
ostensibly act in the defense of Christianity and Islam.  
 Calling attention to more positive similarities, Mr. Valun discussed the 
universality of nationalism being constructed across the globe through rituals. In doing 
so, he likened Ethiopian nationalistic acts to those of his own students who were taught to 
salute the American flag and recite the Pledge of Allegiance. He made certain rituals in 
Ethiopia that may have appeared exotic more intelligible to students by likening them to 
the very acts that are ubiquitous in schools throughout the United States.  
 Mr. Roberts compared the condition of Black South Africans to that of African-
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Americans. In the examples from Ms. Simpson and Mr. Roberts’ discourses, they focused 
more critically on aspects of life in the United States in order to draw comparisons with 
Muslims and South Africans. In doing so, they challenged otherness by addressing the 
presence of radical organizations and discriminatory behaviors across the globe rather 
than circumscribing them to groups outside the United States. Even while discussing 
rather negative aspects of communal life, they did so in a way that did not feature them as 
innately or solely found among African and Middle Eastern peoples.  
 An important and reoccurring recognition of these deep-seated similarities was 
frequently found in Mr. Valun, Ms. Simpson, Mr. Wheaton, and Ms. Marshall’s 
classroom discourse when they discussed Islam and Muslims in the context of 
“Abrahamic traditions.” They also spoke of the shared importance of Jerusalem for all 
three major monotheistic traditions, referring to it as a holy land for all those who 
subscribe to monotheism. This is important in two respects. Firstly, it establishes a 
theological connectivity among Jews, Christians, and Muslims that was important for 
many lessons on various subjects regarding the Middle East. Secondly, the occurrence of 
this across classrooms helps to draw a distinction between knowledge found in textbooks 
and the discursive practices of teachers.  
 Douglass and Dunn (2003) report that textbooks often artificially sever ties 
between Islam and other monotheistic traditions by favoring the term “Judeo-Christian” 
rather than “Abrahamic.” They explain that this subtly divides Muslim theological 
systems of belief from that of their Jewish and Christian counterparts. As indicated by 
Mr. Valun, Ms. Simpson, Ms. Marshall, and Mr. Wheaton, this particular finding in a 
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study of textbooks was not perpetuated in classroom discourse. Teachers were able to 
represent Muslims in a manner that differed from textbooks. This speaks to the agency of 
teachers in the classroom as knowledge producers who are not entirely beholden to 
textbooks but are also responsible for their own input and framing of knowledge.  
 Diffusion and hybridity. Important to the existence of perceptions of otherness is 
the presumption that communities do not reciprocally influence one another through the 
diffusion of ideas and cultural productions. Doing so confounds the ostensibly clear 
demarcations between communities. This blurs the boundaries that may arise in discourse 
that invokes binaries such as Developed and Developing or East and West. Jackson 
(2014) discussed the ways in which a “Clash of Civilizations” thesis may be found in the 
teaching of Islam and Muslims. Such a “clash” is enabled when cultural diffusion and the 
hybridization of identities resultant from such exchanges is denied in discourse.  
 There were relatively few instances whereby teachers openly acknowledged 
cultural diffusion or denied it. However, while classroom discourse did not frequently 
discuss cultural evolution, the instances when this was denied or recognized were 
positioned prominently in classrooms. Mr. Valun’s “Golden Age of Islam” lessons had 
cultural diffusion embedded in much of his discourse with students. This was the most 
notable example of a teacher openly and repeatedly discussing the historical reality of 
cultural boundaries being porous. His approach to this was layered. He discussed the 
spread of Islam throughout the Middle East and Africa. As a part of this larger narrative, 
he was able to discuss Muslim custodial care for and study of Greek, Roman, and Persian 
thought from antiquity. In this respect, Mr. Valun’s classroom discourse illuminated the 
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receptivity among some early Muslims in embracing ideas outside of scriptures. 
Additionally, Mr. Valun continued with this theme, describing the influence of trade in 
the dissemination of knowledge and cultural products from Africa, Europe, the Middle 
East, and East Asia. His discourse with students described a nexus of populations 
attached through commerce and having lasting influences on the development of one 
another’s identities in the process.  
 Mr. Valun was unlike other teachers in developing this concept in his discourse. 
Only Mr. Wheaton discussed cultural diffusion albeit in a brief and cursory way. This 
occurred when describing for students Osama bin Laden’s background and his family’s 
connections to educational institutes in the United States. Such statements underscored, 
albeit obliquely, the prospect for American ideas to permeate the life experiences of 
peoples in the Middle East. While anecdotal, this example did serve to distinguish 
between people who rejected and those who accepted features of globalization and 
Westernization. However, it was also Mr. Wheaton who was most outspoken in 
establishing clear divides between American and Middle Eastern societies. In doing so, 
he dismissed the historical reality of cultural transmission and the profound implications 
this has on identity and global interconnectedness. While this feature of otherness is 
important in creating perceptions of cultural dissimilarity and authenticity between 
populations, it was not one that was prominently featured in classrooms. Because 
teachers did not concentrate much of their curricular space to issues of culture, its 
transmission was not discussed at great length in explicit or, even implicit, manners. 
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 Emotional associations. One of the most revealing ways in which otherness was 
challenged by teachers was in the general willingness to speak of peoples in Africa and 
the Middle East sympathetically. Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) argue that prejudice is 
fomented when certain populations are represented in ways that deny positive emotional 
associations whereas it is challenged when such associations are established. Few 
instances of denying emotional associations punctuated teachers’ discourse. Mr. Healey’s 
characterization of the Middle East as undesirable to visit was one such instance. Mr. 
Wheaton’s lengthy discussion of the war casualties in Iraq that excluded any mention of 
Iraqis was another example of being sympathetic to one community while curtailing any 
such consideration for another. However, in spite of these examples, all six teachers did 
present emotional associations with African and Middle Eastern populations. The manner 
in which this occurred differed in each classroom.  
 Certain populations were also more commonly described sympathetically. This 
tended to be the case with those where there was a consensus of victimhood and 
suffering. Ms. Simpson, Ms. Marshall, Mr. Healey, and Mr. Wheaton all described the 
plight of Jews in sympathetic terms. While many of their descriptions pertained to 
conditions in Europe, this established an understanding of Zionism and Jewish sovereign 
yearning. Importantly, this did not preclude teachers from extending sympathy to 
Palestinians as well. Generally, African communities were sympathetically described 
within the context of imperialism and apartheid. Lastly, populations that teachers 
identified as being demonized and misconstrued historically either through Islamophobia, 
Orientalism, or paternalism were also described sympathetically.  
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Employing Multiple Discourses in the Social Studies Classroom  
 No one discourse was normative within or across classrooms. Constructing 
historical knowledge and representing historical actors is nuanced and entails multiple 
decisions by those producing historical knowledge. Due to this complexity, teachers often 
engaged in discourses that enabled and confounded depictions of otherness. This differs 
from much of the existing scholarship that has explored historical narratives and 
representations of subaltern communities in textbooks. Because textbooks present a 
single narrative, there is much less room for the sorts of descriptions and representations 
found in classrooms to make its way into textbooks. Rather, the lived classroom 
experience unfolds in ways that complicated the often-linear narratives found in 
textbooks. For this reason, classroom discourse allowed for a degree of flexibility. This 
flexibility translated into teachers oscillating between reinforcing and challenging 
otherness.  
 Because none of the teachers consistently framed African and Middle Eastern 
peoples as quintessentially other, a tension existed in much of their language. This 
tension allowed for representations to contribute to and confront the othering of African 
and Middle Eastern populations. While there were instances of rather overt othering, 
much of teachers’ discourse was more subtle, implicit, and unselfconscious.  
 Selecting conflict rather than other narratives restricted the lenses through which 
peoples could be understood. Conflict narratives also arrested options for classifying 
populations thereby preventing teachers from describing them in terms that disassociated 
them with historical episodes of war and violence. Moreover, even when teachers 
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acknowledged that African and Middle Eastern populations are diverse and narratives of 
violence or terrorism only pertained to a minority, there was very little substantive 
attention to groups whose historical experiences did not conform to these narratives. As 
such, small subsets of larger communities often dominated teachers’ attention. Moreover, 
the tacit recognition of diversity among communities was often obscured by lessons that 
did not further any understanding of this diversity beyond brief disclaimers offered by 
teachers. Overall, otherness was neither totally absent nor the sole way of constructing 
knowledge of African and Middle Eastern populations in teachers’ discourse.  
Implications 
Contributions to Social Studies Education Research  
 This study has made multiple contributions to the field of social studies education. 
Primarily, this study contributes to ongoing efforts to critically deconstruct knowledge in 
order to gain an understanding of the subjectivities found in social studies classrooms. In 
particular, regarding the study of otherness, this research was able to pivot away from 
cultural sites of knowledge production in order to better understand schools as an 
institutional domain wherein otherness is promoted and countered. Additionally, this 
research advanced the study of social studies content from inert published materials to the 
dynamics unfolding within classrooms. Lastly, this research appropriated a multicultural 
education ethos of concern for the manner in which subaltern communities are 
represented and understood in school knowledge. However, this study transcended the 
historical scope of multicultural education that tends to focus primarily on minority 
groups within the demographic makeup of the United States. Instead, this study 
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concentrated on regions and populations outside the United States. Because of these 
various contributions to social studies education research, this study has manifold 
implications for curriculum and teacher education.  
 Addressing otherness in schools, not only cultural sites. Otherness has 
predominantly been studied in the context of knowledge transmitted through cultural 
media. As one of the foremost authorities on Orientalism and the othering of Muslims 
and Arab populations, Edward Said studied a constellation of vehicles that promoted 
various stereotypes and misconceptions. Said (1979) first developed his thesis of 
Orientalism by critically examining the role of history and other scholarly disciplines in 
constructing a sense of Oriental otherness. Subsequently, Said examined literature and 
artistic media (Said, 1994) and news and informational sources (Said, 1997) as other 
contributors to this phenomenon. This work established a precedent for interrogating 
cultural domains in the effort to better understand the ways in which discourse may 
influence or undermine the perpetuation of othering subaltern communities.  
 This study expands the scope of research into otherness to include schools as 
institutional sites of knowledge production and dissemination that merit consideration. 
Identifying schools as locations whereby representations are constructed further develops 
this existing understanding of the ways in which all forms of information are fettered by 
subjective subterranean content.  
 This research recognized otherness as a multifaceted phenomenon with much 
variation. When discussed as Self and Other, the texture and dimensions of otherness can 
be obscured. By systematically deconstructing language to account for descriptions of 
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intragroup diversity, ascription of traits to groups, cultural difference, cultural diffusion, 
and emotional associations the constituent facets of otherness were disaggregated. This 
disaggregation exposed the ways teachers could engage in discourse that promoted 
certain aspects of otherness while distancing themselves from other features. As such, not 
only did this research transition from cultural to institutional domains of knowledge 
production but it also furthered an understanding of the complexity of discourse in 
relation to representations and the social phenomena that emerge through it.  
 Addressing the lived social studies classroom experience. This study has wider 
implications for social studies education research more generally outside of these efforts 
to understand otherness as a social phenomenon. In particular, this study was oriented 
towards the lived classroom experience rather than on textbooks as the primary source of 
knowledge determining the narratives and representations of historical actors in school 
settings. Loewen’s (1995) popularly acclaimed text Lies My Teacher Told Me is 
misleadingly named in this respect. In this work, Loewen examined textbooks in order to 
call attention to the selective focus of many social studies texts that tend to promote 
sanitized historical renditions that often misrepresent subaltern communities. Implicit in 
the title of the work is the assumption that classroom teachers transmit to students the 
narratives and interpretations found in textbooks. Relatedly, Salvucci (1991) claims that 
textbooks are the most significant source of information found in social studies 
classrooms. Such assumptions deny the agency of classroom teachers to deviate from 
textbooks and construct their own historical understandings in the classroom through 
their own discourse.  
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 By concentrating primarily on the lived classroom experience, this research was 
able to transcend the limitations of research into textbooks. In doing so, the information 
students receive directly from educators could be examined, granting insights into the 
dynamic and idiosyncratic nature of classroom experiences. Rather than presuming 
textbooks dictate the classroom experience, this study recognized the diverse discourses 
that exist within and across classrooms, providing evidence that teachers do not transmit 
a singular and normative narrative in the same manner as textbooks. While Alridge 
(2006) claims that master narratives dominate textbooks, this study revealed how teacher 
discourse is not subject to the same uniformity but has variations and nuances that must 
be recognized in order to more robustly appreciate the knowledge found in schools. 
 Addressing global communities, not only American subaltern groups. 
Multicultural education has illuminated the need to improve school-based representations 
of subaltern communities. Multiculturalism has offered a foundation for deconstructing 
curriculum in order to expose both the dearth of attention devoted to many minority 
communities and the misconceptions that may result when they are represented in school 
knowledge. Writing from a multicultural perspective, Banks (2008) has advised teachers 
and researchers to be cognizant of the implications of globalization on the nature and 
orientation of multicultural education. He contends that global migration patterns are 
permanently shifting national demographics in the United States. For him, this means 
proponents of multicultural education need to continue to examine the focus of their 
efforts in order to accommodate all forms of diversity. While based on a realization that 
globalization is fundamentally challenging and changing schooling, this research 
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considers it to be imperative to push beyond the parameters of multicultural education. 
Doing so will avail researchers to the need to better understand the ways in which global 
communities are represented in schools. This research has accomplished this by 
examining the ways in which Africa and the Middle East are taught.  
Contributions to Curriculum, Teacher Education, and Professional Development 
 Keeping in mind these important advancements in social studies education 
research, this study is significant in many respects. The nature of global society is 
changing due to the forces of globalization. The 21st century is increasingly being defined 
by global interconnectedness brought on by advances in digital, communication, and 
transportation technologies. As a result of this burgeoning global society, students will be 
directly and indirectly encountering peoples across the world in ways that were not 
feasible for previous generations. This newfound access and exposure to global 
communities necessitates a working knowledge of various peoples so that students may 
make informed and thoughtful decisions as individuals and global citizens.  
 Curriculum and pedagogy. Otherness problematizes this need for students to 
possess the skills, knowledge, and dispositions required for a global consciousness and an 
awareness of global diversity. In order to engender learning that facilitates students’ 
cultivation of knowledge, skills, and dispositions to accept global diversity, it is 
necessary for social studies classrooms to encourage multifaceted representations of 
global communities. Rather than presenting populations as monolithic, possessing 
essential traits, and being culturally remote from the United States, it is incumbent upon 
teachers to expose students to alternative representations. It is not sufficient for schools to 
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be more inclusive of multicultural and global curricular content if this content reinforces 
misconceptions about the populations in question.  
 Alternative representations that challenge otherness being perpetuated in schools 
should critically introduce historical narratives and collective identity as social 
constructs. By interrogating historical narratives and openly introducing them as the 
product of ascribing meaning to the past that is not innate and immutably true, the social 
studies classroom can become a space wherein knowledge is understood as contingent 
and perspectival. Such treatment of historical narratives can play a role in avoiding a 
learning experience whereby knowledge is perceived of as absolute, objective, and to be 
received passively without scrutiny. When historical knowledge is problematized in this 
manner, it becomes more difficult to privilege one narrative while displacing counter-
narratives. This can allow for a marketplace of contending voices, perspectives, and ways 
of knowing the past to permeate the social studies classroom. In doing so, an intellectual 
space may be created that provides teachers and students with the opportunity to better 
understand the nature of representations, particularly of subaltern communities. 
 By discussing collective identity as a social construct, otherness can be challenged 
in ways that facilitate the cultivation of students’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
required to encounter diverse peoples in a globally interconnected world. Notions of 
otherness presume identity is static and innate. When collective identity is understood in 
classrooms as something fluid and subject to reconceptualization, the undergirding to 
otherness may be called into question. This can allow teachers to represent peoples of the 
world as dynamic, pluralistic, and capable of appropriating cultural products from other 
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communities in order to evolve and adapt identity over time. Such an understanding of 
collective identity may challenge the sense of collective identity being fully formed and 
certain subaltern peoples as being innately incompatible with aspects of culture and 
identity found within American society.  
 Otherness presumes remoteness and even a clash between communities. When 
teachers use the classroom to expose students to historical instances of interaction and 
exchange, cultural clash and presumed intractable difference between peoples can be 
challenged. Such classroom experiences may humanize subaltern communities that 
historically have been subject to stereotyping in popular portrayals. 
 Teacher education and professional development. These implications not only 
extend into the social studies classroom but also offer valuable lessons for teacher 
education at the preservice and in-service levels. This study emphasizes the constructed 
nature of knowledge, identity, and the role of teacher discourse in promoting 
representations of subaltern communities that inform students’ consciousness of global 
communities. For teacher education programs, this means preservice teachers could be 
provided with academic experiences that nurture their capacity for critically interrogating 
historical knowledge to better understand its constructed nature. When future teachers 
possess this requisite disciplinary understanding, this may allow them to enter into the 
classroom capable of being sensitive to the implications of the narratives they present and 
the representations of subaltern communities found in their classroom discourse.  
 In addition to providing future teachers with this disciplinary knowledge, this 
research could also assist future teachers in appreciating their role in challenging or 
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perpetuating misconceptions about populations who have historically been subject to 
unfavorable representation. Instead of solely exposing future teachers to content 
knowledge about Africa and the Middle East in order to develop their working 
knowledge of these regions, schools of education could introduce future teachers to 
critical theory. Such course work may equip future social studies teachers with a sense of 
their role as knowledge producers whose discourse with students plays a crucial role in 
the perceptions of subaltern communities.  
 Teacher education is an important part of preparing educators to enter into the 
classroom with the skills, knowledge, and dispositions required to serve the needs of 
students. However, as this study was conducted with teachers at various stages of their 
careers, it reveals the value of in-service teacher professional development. Professional 
development throughout the duration of a career is a way to grant classroom practitioners 
the opportunities to reflect on their practice and continue developing the ability to avoid 
the problems associated with othering subaltern communities through their work with 
students. 
Recommendations for Further Study 
 This research concentrated on social studies teachers’ classroom discourse in 
order to pivot away from textbook analyses. Such research offers more substantive 
insights into the lived classroom experience. However, further research needs to be 
conducted in order to build upon this study.   
Multimodal CDA and Studying All Classroom Representations  
 Teacher discourse exists within a constellation of representational forms found in 
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classrooms. In addition to teachers’ verbal communications with students, they are also 
responsible for providing students with other representational media. For instance, 
teachers employ music, videos, PowerPoint, handouts, and primary source documents. In 
order to garner a nuanced understanding of the role of teachers in framing content and 
shaping learning experiences, future research must factor in the entire universe of 
information designed and selected by teachers. This sort of research would allow for a 
Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis in order to better understand the ways teacher 
discourse is interwoven with other materials that teachers present to students. 
Textbook and Teacher Discourse Comparisons 
 Rather than vacillating from textbooks to teachers, or vice versa, future research 
must study the interplay between these two sources of knowledge. Comparisons between 
textbook narratives and representations of African and Middle Eastern populations and 
teacher discourse will address questions about the extent to which teacher discourse 
parallels or diverges with the more normative accounts found in published materials. 
Comparative critical discourse analyses that examine these sources of social studies 
knowledge in conjunction with one another will be important in ascertaining more of an 
understanding of the nexus of knowledge disseminated to students. 
Studying Social Studies Teachers and Students’ Classroom Discourse 
 The learning found in social studies classrooms entails more than teachers 
disseminating information to students. Instead, teaching is reciprocal. As teachers 
introduce information to students, questions are asked, comments made, and discussions 
developed. In this context, students do not passively receive information. Instead, they 
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are active in the meaning making process. In order to garner an appreciation for the 
complexities of the classroom experience and the representations of subaltern 
communities, research has to take note of student perceptions and input into classroom 
discourse. Without such research, the lived classroom experience cannot be fully 
understood. Further research should not be devoid of deconstructing students’ discourse 
but should consider it alongside that of teachers. 
Studying Targeted Topics and Populations in Social Studies Classroom Discourse  
 Because of the diversity of historical topics and communities found in Africa and 
the Middle East, future research should concentrate on a particular historical topic and 
community. By narrowing the parameters of focus, future research can be more targeted 
and less expansive of time and place. This will allow for research to more systematically 
delve into the classroom experience. While not as expansive, this research may allow for 
more depth of investigation. 
Conclusion 
 It is not only through media and other mechanisms of the cultural apparatus that 
collective identities are constructed and boundaries between communities are legitimized 
and normalized. The knowledge provided to students in the social studies classroom is 
part of the process of constructing an understanding of the social world. Teachers are 
knowledge producers whose discourse in the classroom with students is a salient source 
of information. The discourse social studies teachers employ when representing 
communities in the context of historical study is not necessarily an objective source of 
knowledge. Teachers make decisions regarding the framing of topics, selecting narratives 
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to privilege or avoid, and emphasizing or deemphasizing information in their study of 
history and societies. Therefore, representations are not neutral or indicative of an 
immutable truth as teachers’ discourse invariably is produced from a particular vantage 
point.  
 The six teachers who participated in this study demonstrate the variations found in 
teacher discourse. When studying topics wherein African and Middle Eastern populations 
were presented, there were multiple contending discourses taking place across social 
studies classrooms. By comparing these six teachers, it is evident that there was no 
consensus in their depictions of the variegated communities within Africa and the Middle 
East. This is reflected in the diversity of discursive representations. This diversity also 
meant that otherness, as a way of perceiving communities, was not consistently present 
across classrooms. While teachers sometimes generalized about entire populations, 
ascribed essential traits to communities, and repeatedly discussed perceived deficiencies 
of groups, there were numerous other instances whereby teachers insisted that identity is 
constructed and classifications are the product of one’s own positioning in the social 
world. Therefore, across classrooms, teacher discourse did not universally present the 
boundaries of collective identity as a self-evident reality or, alternatively, as something 
that expands or contracts over time due to historical circumstance. There was no 
uniformity in classroom discourses regarding statements of identity, belonging, and social 
boundaries. Therefore, the descriptions and classifications found in one classroom often 
were at odds with those found in another. Whereas a textbook with a single narrative and 
way of representing communities may be found in classrooms throughout the country, 
  
303
teachers’ classroom discourse is more particular and diverse across classrooms.  
 Otherness is not necessarily the result of outspoken antipathy directed towards a 
particular community. While there were instances of teachers using explicitly disparaging 
language to describe African and Middle Eastern populations, these were less frequent 
than some of the more subtle ways in which otherness was manifest in classroom 
discourse. For instance, certain narratives illuminated conflict and, therefore, 
circumscribed the ways in which a particular population could be portrayed; preference 
was often given to discussing small subsets of a community involved in violence or 
ostensibly radical actions while other segments of the same population that did not 
engage in such action were not studied at length; cultural gulfs between populations were 
exaggerated; and positive emotional associations were not extended. In this respect, 
otherness can appear in discourse without blatantly appearing to be the product of 
prejudice. It can permeate teachers’ discourse to varying extents in ways that produce and 
maintain a sense of distance and distinctiveness to a particular community without overly 
appearing to be the product of disparaging representations.  
 Communal identity is fluid and even within a particular group there is much 
diversity. Recognizing the pluralism found within communities is a way to avoid 
reducing the complexity of social structures to a false sense of homogeneity. Relatedly, 
because of the constructed nature of collective identity, essential traits do not exist among 
populations. Therefore, discourse that does not ascribe innate tendencies to a community 
may avoid the presumption that all members have predispositions towards certain 
behaviors. Discourse that examines the historical contingencies that produce certain types 
  
304
of behavior may correct for this feature of otherness. Relatedly, discourse that illuminates 
the cross-pollination of societies through cultural diffusion and hybridization is another 
way to avoid the trope within otherness that communities are discrete, dissimilar, and 
entirely distinctive.  
 Cultural differences exist and are fundamental to the maintenance of identity. 
Discourse that does not perpetuate otherness should not be confused with discourse that 
dismisses the value of difference. However, respecting and celebrating difference should 
not preclude discourse that presents the reciprocal exchanges that have occurred between 
populations. Such recognition challenges otherness, as it is an antidote to presumptions of 
the remoteness between certain peoples.  
 This study found that social studies teachers’ discourse may both challenge and 
perpetuate the othering of African and Middle Eastern populations. Teachers make 
decisions regarding their discursive treatment of these communities when teaching 
lessons germane to the study of these regions. Social studies classrooms offer students the 
prospect of intellectually encountering populations across the globe. Because of the 
globally interconnected nature of life in the 21st century, there is an imperative to 
promote learning opportunities that dispel misconceptions and stereotypes about peoples 
throughout the world. The social studies classroom exists as a space for this to occur. 
However, as knowledge is constructed and not inherently neutral, the classroom can be a 
space to foster or dispel representations that perpetuate the otherness of subaltern 
communities.  
 Social studies teachers and the discourse they use in the classroom when 
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introducing material and interacting with students is a vehicle for circulating ideas and 
understandings. This is a powerful vessel through which certain interpretations may be 
introduced or denied to students. Challenging otherness in the classroom is not only a 
matter of understanding the normative knowledge found in the textbook. Instead, 
challenging otherness in the classroom requires an understanding of teachers and their 
involvement in the production of knowledge that characterizes, classifies, and appraises 
subaltern communities such as those in Africa and the Middle East.  
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